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UTLOOK SE FeeS 


| State of Historical Research in India 


‘THE HINDU, Monday, October 29, 1979, 7? 
Some of India’s most eminent historical scientists discuss— 
in detail and with fresh insights—the development of — 
tesearch into India’s multi-sided, fascinating history. 




















some developments in respect of degree in history 
method and some in respect 
approach. As far as method 


i than in the 
of -other social sciences. This contin: 
is uing debate that has been going 


What can be said qualitatively-and with reference to specific 


people which are not recorded in 
conceptual and methodological issues-about the state of historical 


designate him as a hi i A 
the exploits of military leaders, : austorient Tau 


terialist. as such’ that. 1 think ie field, for the simple reason that to the example of the hostile res- 


to write nationalistically about mo ponses to historians who date the 


= 3 4 4 ! forgetting what. the military upto the particular obs j Soi adikaram’?. : 

research in India? Is our history a vigorous and healthy component concerned, there has been an at- on has certainly be fe . t erver, I dern India could have made the “Silappadikaram” later than the. 
of our social sciences, in sabes ot saheeths relevance Jay method?. tempt to get away from formal portant factor. a ee Noe chine a, Posten te ee oy ve aesasece Pa es walter: ae peg en ae that was heh 2 ead 8 erik coaartee A.D.) 
How, are problems such as periodisation and generalisation for a epg pli iat al ea lis As far“as the relevance of his: imperialist struggle this is some- consistent framework, that frame feel invasved in thaie’ abtauenie other selene “180? There myeee 
highly varied and complex historical experience to be solved? Sane: Ph 6 me ls CEE secisty: fory ak eet s rine | Say thing that was necessary ..., work eee sends to be more work. F times when people said the Vedas 
What are the frontline areas in Indian historical research and how notably economic history and so- is quite pate Ginloes. simian : «=. or inevitable -., me A ge ge fie ine 3 a =~ Then we haye also the develop, Ree 8000 years old. and all. that! 
important is quantification? And, finally, how can a developed _ Cia, structure and also some other an ‘unJerstanding of the past and Q wank = oo psychological argue ment of communalist historiogra. Are you, saying, -in other 


aspects of culture, notably intellec- 
tual history, Research in this field 
is yet limited in scope and’ in 
some respects the methods as yet 
are not ‘satisfactory. : 
Before 1947, most of history 
writing was confined to political 
history, even from the nationalist 
point of view, with some’ writing 
on culture and economic history, 
The writing on ‘economic. history 
we developed after the controversy 
between the Nationalists and the 
Imperialists... 
Q: THE drain theory, and then 
* -"C,-Dutt: and so on? 
A: WELL, partly the-debate on 


phy. But the interesting thing is words, that there isa premium 
that the nationalist hegemony or 0” Making a particular work more 
influence over the intellectuals and more ancient? 

Was strong enough to prevent : Yes. there has-been a great 
them from going over to commu ,_.,. Clamour.on the part of Sans- 
nalist historiography which was Xtitists, Tamils, Telugus, Kannadi- 
openly divisive, Consequently wa- 82S. and all the people. to ante. ' 
find that while we had communal “ate their civilisation. their pro- 
strands in the writing of histo. ducts of literature and so on. — 
riaws in the Twenties and Thir ; This isa. clear case of Jin- 
ties. which contribute to commu. guistie chauvinism, isn't it? 
nalist. historiography, nakedly com. A\: Linguistic chauvinism, yes, 


Se oan ey. RO0g: et QQ: But I suppose, in relation to 
Po gerah fees a - Tamil.Nadu, perhaps commu: . 
Q: nalism has not been yery much 
in evidence in history, Would it 
be correct to say that? 


T think it «is particularly impor.. 
tant in our kind of societies, be- 
cause of the fact that there are 
So Many survivals from the past, 
You. haye the juxtaposition in 
some parts of the country to this 
day of hunting and gathering so- 
cieties together with early peasant 
economies, together with the most 
advanced industrialisation, and ] 
think this juxtaposition makes it 
much more immediately and ob- 
viously relevant than in societies 
which are of a more uniform kind. 

That is one aspect of the rele- 
vance, and I] think the other 
thing that has, of course, come up 
very .sStrongly in the :last few 


history contribute to the development goal and to the life of the 
people? : j 

We sounded five historians based in the main centres of 
historical research in the country-through ‘detailed interviews-on 
these themes. Each of them is an acknowledged pioneer of, or 
outstanding contributor to, frontline advances in the field. In 
alphabetical order, they are Professors ‘ 


AMIYA KUMAR BAGCHI, a trained economist who has most 
fruitfully turned his quantitatively rigorous and analytical social 
science discipline to the field of modern economic history, apart 
from India’s current development problems, and has published a 
distinguished. study of “Private Investment in India, 1900-1939"; 


: or, inevitable, yes, I cannot 

judge whether it was neces- 
Sary, but I can say that probably 
it was inevitable. But today to 
be unable to outlive that kind of 
heritage is a sign of retrogres- 
sion, And’ we should be able now 
to look truthfully . at all our 
great figures not only because 
We want to have a true picture 
of these figures individually, but 
also because we want a true pic- 
ture of the society, and the 
changes in that society that were 
comius about through the cen- 
uries, S 


in a way, Marxists in India—or 
historical materialists. let us say— 
have a-much cleaner situation 
simply because there is not enough 
work on economic history from 
any standpoint! The work that 
was done by people who * wers 
convinced of the other king of 
framework is very often simply 
sloppy. One does not have very 
often to question -that king of 
work in terms of any fundamen. 
tal ideological questioning. Of 
course, even behind sloppy work 
there .are ideologies! 
Probably I should modify my 


statement a little. in the ‘sense existence 


» That comes into 


BIPAN CHANDRA, well known for his systematic researches into ¢ the drain theory, then par- ; ¥ ° That is the general picture, I that the kind i * after Independence when, in ; 
ee) Y A aoe ; : yi the conscious use of his- « it istos * he kinds of economic history ’ A: Linguistic chauvinism ts é 
t d the freedom struggle and as the author tly the cebate on the assessment Pans 18. 2 A s- ‘would say —- that British his ; India, develops the R, C, Mazum - Se, x 
the céionial impact an ° && Of Tattish Unik. eon ane coolnt GE tory in political ideology, in poli- rography left {ts imitators and to which I go back again and Hae t : AEG! She the ORE More potent than communa 


of an authoritative study of the rise and growth of economic tical myth-making. And that has again as reference points in India lism. Although that is also there, 


i . d fi ‘ rs ‘view of. Irdia’s economic develop- : s left its sectarian opponents. What ~ EB . ; hand, ang in Pakistan also, openly ; f r 
nationalism in modern India, and also of some of the important monitor. backwardness*.and te te demonstrated, of course, in we should have are opponents pes so toiechns Lee Ce ee Mus! Or hisn neuer historiogra: pel aeorp See chauvinism has been ze 
contributions inthe textbooks which came under obscurantist fore the desirability, from this * ct tied Lal over the history: who do not simply react to par- Gaasil, J. C. Sinha’ N. K Sinha phy develops, ? 
attack a couple of years ago; point. ‘of view, to make —assess- ‘CX! DOOKS. ticular strands of British histo- and to take a very ‘eminent. Then I think we have a very Vv kat h Ath a 
Se ments of pre-British Indian regi- So you would say there has '02Taphy, but opponents who ca. foreigner who has made an impor Strong school of Marxist historians enkares reya . 
IRFAN HABIB, whose path-breaking study of the.agrarian system © mes—-whether they were of the * been: significant’ Jook .at people’s history as @ tant contribution to the under i India, but I. would like to put 3. Several months ago, an offen 


seventeenth century or of ancient progress 


of Mughal India and subsequent researches in economic history, ee e 3 ~ over the last couple of decades, whole, with all the contradictions. standing of Indian economic his them together with others who sive was mounted, from @ particu- 
production technojégy and social organisation in pre-colonial (or pee 0 ge Ee ea tthe for instance, in relation’ to earlier ee Tie through tory, L2H; panes Aee ieee Leen Seiac tien to try to write “vt ate py Retin mre Takes Baht 
late ‘medieval’) India and on the solution of a series of theore- Sed of the recnelay ae trends? In my own particular field, i Marxist. ‘They ware ie: aie wate Q: Secular and scientific history? authority, agumst certain trends 
“tical, problems, have won him gational and international renown; Sonora ita explorations: > A: Yes. We look at the current ‘historio- anything consciously, simply con: . aes ’ in Pet dag ES ie ae Sh 
eel Pes eR a a oy ; d BUT you find that by and p graphy of economic history ... I-seious anti-imperialists. And they » Secular and scientific history? isha a Desienk gry SO ta Teena z 
K.K. PILLAI, a veteran whose specialisation in the sociat anc 2 tarze: they Were rather .Aani« Q: And certainly in relation to would say, first of all, that unfor- did mot want to hide particular +4* Well, scientific history is se Gitertal = cuentas. etek 
cultural history of the Tamils makes hfm a leading representative : * tunately there is not enough facts secular ‘a 


progress elsewhere, there has 


ted, and mostly political history... f imperialism, hat way, cular—I would not say 


centuries, and a range of concep- 








of the older school of classical regional history; and Ae -Political history, ‘but im- a « tual frameworks). What @o you’ 
i . ; Pane 8 FS, * portant ‘work was done in ; see as the issues involved and 
ROMILA THAPAR, whose range of concerns in the scientific ; economic history as an _ offshoot, how well have historians resisted 
historical interpretation of ancient India, and the process of social of _ this particular controversy. what appears to be so olearly an 


obscurantist campaign? ~ “ 


_ Range of Responses, 
Bipan Chandra. Irfan Habib and 


Then some work was done on cul- 
tural history; some of it inspired 
by the nationalist objective of sho- 
wing that India exhibited a -mix- 
ture of cultures and that no cul- 


change in particular, is comparable only to the work of 
DD, Kosambi in an earlier phase of historical research, 


The separate interviews, conducted for THE HINDU in the 


historians’ own place of work by DR. VENKATESH ATHREYA, techno- tural tradition. in India was really Romila Thapar — as historians 
logist and development economist, were organised around 18 core alien. mpeoking from the ¢hick pf ithe 
questions grouped in [0 sections: a basic preliminary assessment; But after 1947, I think (here struggle—analyse iqt length the 


have been other sources of ins- 
pean for historians. One nota- 
Je factor for historical ~develop- 
ment,.as T see it, is the quest, for 


Situation on ithe ‘ground, identify 
the essential issues they believe 
to be involved and express appre- Pa, 
ciation pf the strong resistance to 


“ the influence of ideological standpoints and scientific history; the 
: problem of periodisation of Indian history; analytical frameworks; 
problems of sources and method; the problem of generalisation in 


: ; : : . a juster society, and — therefore the attack on scientific history, 
the vastly varied iadiae bisterical context pas the ao of regional tie cxaminationtice “aallion apeis) making available in the process ret 
and local histories; quantification; economic istory; organisation systems. a8. well as the  contem- fresh detail. A. K, Bagchi, belong- . 
of historical research;'and the potential value. of a scientifically porary social system. I think that ing to “the tribe of ‘economists : 


this has led to the growth of Mar- 
xist historiography. in particular. 

There has also been anise a good 
deal of influence of advanced me: 
tthods’ of research developed out- 
Side India. For . instance—not in 
order of importanee. but just by 
way of. description—Namier’s tools, 
even methods of statistical analy. 7 
sis. And then perhaps one. sees 
also the beginning of econometric 
history, There has been a greater 
interest, too, in examining docu- 
ments with a iar. greater degre 


ied history to development and to the life of the people. Solel hee tine eae ts 
develop story p peop states he is less aware than his 
historian ‘colleagues of the details 
of the struggles, but characterises 
them lag “worthwhile” .and deplo- 
res an 6fficial onslaught of this 
kind as endangering “not only. 
academic freedom in the marrow 
sense, but also People’s struggles.” 
K. K, Pillai speaks up, in \some- 
what more general terms, ifor aca~ 
demic freedom and the honest 
pursuit of historical research, mo+ 
ting that interference with ‘this 


Each historian was also invited to weave into the responses the 
specific insights or experiences he or she might have gained from 
specialised research over a sustained period,-which might be of __ 
value in assessing the state of historical research in India today. ~ . 





ue : The- recorded interviews ran to nearly seven hours in their 

totality. Here we highlight the outlook of each historian on the 
jissuves and problems posed-departing from the usual ‘Outlook’ 
format by grouping detaailed extracts from the interviews around 
the core questions, i‘ . 





Romila Thapar. 





Irfan Habib. 


— : oe : . : pate of rigour. night is from “some political quar- 
In addition to presenting the responses directly, we indicate mae 5S oe 2 ters, veme writers..,...some histo 
- _after each core question the RANGE OF RESPONSES, highlighting TK IE Pillai. <= rians themselves: 


aes the basic positions taken. The views of historians and othay readers 
are especially invited on this feature and on the various positions 
taken by the specialist participants. 


I am afraid there. “has been a 
deterioration. Quantity has taken 
the place of quality. There are 
more Ph.Ds, probably more books 


A. K. Bagchi: — * 


Well, since, as you know, by . : 
profession ] belong to the tribe of 


‘ ; : economists rather than to that, of 
x Sas 4 eee See ein spine : historians, I'm less aware of the 
2 ee kind of history that we would ‘g,.<° in spite of some limita- Struggles that were launched by 

I. A Basic Preliminary like to sce recorded for all tions’ a3 historians than many of my histo a 
people, . BUT would this be. true of rian colleagues would be, But I 


know that these were worthwhile 
Struggles. To the extent that an 
attempt is made to revive various 
ideologies—whether of a commu- 
nal charaeter or of a neo-imperia- 
list character—in the name of re- 


* our~area alone or would it 
true of India as a whole, do 
you think? : 
A: J should think generally of 
* India as a whole. There may 


ry Assessment igs Chandis: 
| Venkatesh Welhi¥au know, the heritage: of 


the “present generation of histo- 


rians. ig quite positive. The histo- be: exceptions, as‘ I said—the Ja: : - 
It, Athre a: rians fae worked from the end waharlal Nehru — University, This He ata Berra Bains ose 
La. ! y * of the nineteenth century on- 1s partly. due to the quality of the there is no question that a om. - < 
wards, unlike in other social students also......it works. favou- cial onslaught of this king endan- * 
in 1, Historical interpretation and re- disciplines, set one very healthy Tably in the “Jawaharlal Nehru & 


IS search appear to have been pur. frei Sages : 7 in the narrow sense, but also peo- 
4 sued with some vigour during the Says must be properly. documen- ah Natal Pere Fights Penny ple’s struggles. Because it blocks 
1st ast two centuries in India, Both. ted, properly footnoted, So that it speaking . the are in a muc one. way of getting. to the people 
‘od n relation to the carlier develop. is possible for any reader to be hehee eaitign’ this: the South the truth about their own past. 
) ment (as of, say 1900 and 1950) able to know where he is agree- Toda universities 4 - : It is significant in this context 
: and in’ relation to the -progress 10g and on what basis he. is agree- : ‘ that the attack was on text 
; achieved ‘elsewhere, could we ing or disagreeing. I do not wish — if Th “en 2 = ee ae eka : books, and this is a point made 
t have a preliminary assessment of to name them, ‘out io ache other Romi a apar: K: K. Pillei by both Bipan Chandra and Ro- 
the state of Indian historical re- disciplines, you know, there is a ‘ , “ i i. : > AK, Piliet, mila apar, And so to that ex- 
search to-day—in terms. of rele. great deal of, ordeal involved in Well, I think one of the inter, Amiya Kumar Bagchi Venkatesh Athreya tent, it $y probably one ae 
vance, ‘discipline and method? this respect. I think we are all Feige! pipes that “has. papeens9 : Sap ee : : ment in terms of the development. 
: ian cet og historical disci- Shhione that probeuts. Suibtory. js. been achieved something that is work vf good quality, on ee oo one can Na ty Pee these begin. reese red eras ae 4 BB ace rig ai of people’s 
P ‘of Re ‘ SERB et 5 gf ry i uite significant......... nomic: history of ritish India. nings an uild wp. a are u ONSCIOUSNESS...,., 
Range of Responses One major criticism would he peas rina rg ee Lia nt Sth ‘ mee I think that the kinds of The work Tet is produced is I see the enterprise of writing who ¢onsciously like ‘secular his- A: 1 think the attackers knew 
The. basic: preliminary assess: that, especialy during the ‘Twen- dortaifiy “thé none: tateilortgally *-developments that have taken often simply incompetent. economic history mostly as build tory’ but rather people who are what they were aiming at. And 
ment of the condition of Indian ties. and Thirties, this. generation ‘°‘ ti y. f dis ili thi ik place at the analytical level in the se th h tend dng up, on the “basis of the data trying to write a scientific history, they were not simply: aiming their 
historical research by the histo- did not keep up with the more reg peeing. ae Be Ohta aie study of Indian history are. very Boi epaee keen pres et which ‘are there in various archi and, within that, 1 think-Marxists attacks on some esoteric views on ~ 
rians, interviewed _ is overwhel- recent trends. such as economic .23 1° Cconomists and sociologists. comparable with the best histori {0 2€ two different currents it Vola uit” need simply to are the most’ important school, history, but on. something — that 
mingly positive, with Dr. K, K. history, social and cultural his- secre ips hn aan er here 4 cal writing anywhere else and ‘Pe gensral field. One is the sort.) oy together in a ‘consistent But there are others who are in- they thought schoolchildren would 
Pilla: dissenting. The positive eva- tory—these started developing on ing of sea change in the study the ‘kinds of developments and valine? Eetaiberene ae oe framework. That consistent frame fluenced by Marxism, who are know and should not! But I'm 
luations  rande from Dr. Bipan a world scale but found very weak o¢ history which hasw’t occurred changes that are taking place '**! av ‘hich ig Work, if it has. to accommodate influenced by Weber, who are afraid that more than that I can- 
Chandra’s characterisation of the echoes in: India, When economic, to the same dezreé in atycof the elsewhere actionary social science which is change. has to take into account influenced by the effort to func. not say. about this rticular 
historical -discipline during the social and cultural history. came Sher deo ones ae ; eas propagated particularly by. the the dialectics. Because ordinary tion without any conscious frame- Phase of the struggle ae histo- 
last. 10 or 15 wears. as “socially in, they were taken in as an addi-.- And obviously one must “ask | | fl f Chicago school of economics, OM oconomics...is- incapable of deal. Work but who make every effort rians. 
very relevant” and. as “interacting tional chapter to a book or even oneself why: this has happened. 1 - iniuente © the one hand, and by the Ame- ing with change in that fundamen to see that’ the totality of his- 2 
on an equal plane with the disc a Ph.D. thesis, They were not think it i8 partly that there. has ld j ° al 5 d int Hs Sica pa school of socio” tal fashion. Do you think that tory is peeeted Fee HP adele Bipan Chandra: 
Hine OF @ Wor, scate" an cae | i j i ics “ aditic < ( ves S inspira = a * j i 4 5 ny \ 5 
Rowmila Thapar’s. reference to, “a erate te ao iwee. sory ea ie sw ea Say ase sae €0 ogic tan poin s from Durkheim, Max Weber or Pe arece sco Muecpens's! my ques: fied ap at aiming acres he entire attack was mounted 
‘ kind. of sea-change in the study of » This is particularly. surprising, validity of ‘interpretation, the use d Sci if Hi Talcott Parsons. ; Q: kions Itcanswers so y other Q: Who take history~ seriously by the communalists, not prima- 
history which. hasn't occurred to jn. the’ case of economic history of evidence. the use. of generali: an ent i istory Empiricist historiography which estions I sho As rd ie ked and pay attention to sources? rily even as a clash between com- 
: the ‘same. degree in any of the because we had 2° v od con- sations—a ‘debate which began ; i Feit facts aos : Hy abs oot aie iY d ti tly ™munel history’ and| non-communal 
i 7 » Piao ebay on heey eae Tubes bra ae Ror alter, . prides. itself ‘simply on facts and I’m happy it does, A: Yes, and question constantly yistory—because when the attack 
other social, sciences” to more temporary development in econo- initially as a debate among Buro- Athreva: ally boi ; iescin their own. a tions—the Ey 
qualified responses from Dr. Irfan rite. Gur econtontists from Ranade pean Scholars working on Indian Venkatesh t re Q:. - bre  nmeaaey, avec Bi Ch d 8 assumptions. of others al welf as 5 poet eg oer a hor 
ete GME UT Mate ‘Kumar onwards, both academic and non- history, the kind of line of demar- 2. The influence of i colnnten? for ‘understanding the economic ipan- andra. their own assumptions. So the ti on ae atory the seemuinal 
pas nf ery en eo Ot hie ee SC aly ed “Ori fouls sud rdmi- sf sauieh alsare le dow pretty and -social -history -of India under Bgl is no pei Pa ere last school I es like to mention Sa Rather, ~ the attack Was 
; ; attention to the contemporary In- Tally called Orienta and admi- of India’ iti is was the Nas been a great deal of ideolog! is the scientific historians, among : Sen is 
. dian economic situation, both at nistrative -historias. | much acknowledged, at least eine tae Se OES nes Briticn cal ivfinence. I, for one, would whom the Marxists are the Major ites iaeobd Pb ape 
“A, K. Bage ve the theoretical and the empirical RA BE fan ae a oe mnen among poe — daar an We PRIbK = ta Slog. at ior teaas 208 say that. there would be four mi element. But at present in Our entirely on a communal interpre- 
“ i E e '€ ve, aa~ ‘ ch rians. at w ’ 2 : 4 ; tei or ideological trends in rit. country, no dichotom a eVe- fats i : bs 
I would not really say. authori- earns eke would. Ye apveloee mor. intensive by the coming IN the major ideological standpoints i's own without em : spear ee ing of Indian history Re loped elvead the Rocicts and PAA Pan chiles ie tine 
tatively very much about the work jng but...modern Indian history Of what has been called a natioe jnyolyed in historical research in each case. in fact, Is evolved fed Gig swhivs: hes been very in non-Marxisté—one > major.. reason Heth eager Rloperb e ide 
on the period before colonial rule pate very much neglected by the nalist school of historical writing, your field of specialisation and @ parieular Social “content *WoGer fluential, is the imperialist school. being that the Marxist ‘historians moe hi tion that has b 
started in India, But my general twentieth centu Saat histo who ‘essentially questioned some in the history of India as a constraints imposed by the whole The imperialist school of: historic. of. India, from Kosambi’ down: is gi question tha o een 
impression is» that historical re pians Indian het started get- 0! the theories of the earlier hiss hoje? : imperialist framework, ; graphy was not something which wards, have been extremely free phe ad wpolitical ae 
Search in India has been for the ting written properly speaking torians, and even though they ‘ + In addition to the three ideo- was done only by the British. lt’: of the type of dogma which says ¢ntists. They say, “why was it not 
: Jast twenty years or so in a very only after 1947 EL aon Coan Gatien. R f Re logical standpoints you had a deep influence on the writ- that everything that Marx haS janched on us?” After all, eco- 
active cae ether ath Of en. Q: Kosambi’s fundamental work? neuaeticitge: Grace at Tint thes ange 0 i lacie ; a be saeneenes = me sin ea vig ing of Indian historians, and even, pao agg aay aA oe has ‘nomists can be even more dange- 
quiry,, 1 would particularly _ cite ° : a <a ON A wide range of ideological it-. school, then in reaction the na- sometimes, of Indian — historians Written is to be treate ,aS_ the rous to the reactionaries; ‘or the 
; MUS ee ee es A: That would be ancient India, fant to the study ef history. Muences, Ee Uanried with Ay certain Utngy of oectactaieni DIRE ee eee crea re apie ine ae al politica} scientist, And the answer 
whistory such as D..D, Kosambi’s bee F : ; ous,.afe identified, with A. K. certain kind of sectarianism (lin- were anti riali thei arma, an Habib—they all; hat.‘ A i : 
: Study at Indian. history and Irfan me but Es ar OnE Nae And then, of course, in the post: BUachi and Bipan, Chandra elabo-. guistic, communal and so on) — Titics. The type ae Sa Ae adopted consciously the Marxist ney by get or igy union : 
< Habib’s “Agrarian System of Mu m ite Indiah history, I ink in nationalist phase, I think that. the rating. on these influences and there must also‘be:’ other ideo- ed. the type of basic framework methodology. They have not come ¢ome, immediately the communa- 
ed ghal. India”. ‘These have given to {Re last ten, fifteen years, our most impressive contribution, both yx’ pitiqi noting, especially the logical standpoints —- for. exam- fat wun st jg into any conflict with others: be- jists......their own ideolo as 
: : § discipline has’ become socially directly and indirectly, has been ay Rens 3 Bl¢ points for analysis—for example. this: 17 : ; lists.....,their own jdeology  w 
us a new perspective on the flow wey. relevant. -It-te new) Biteraah thee ae Mandet histastoak writing. continuing play of linguistic chau-- ple, the historical . materialist question of Indian spiritualism, cause they're able to have com~ involved in the;scientific interpre: 





of the life of the Indian people 
“In earlier epochs which is very 
different from what I remember 
from. reading history books in my 
school days, ete 


trend—that everything. that. one 


ing, “1, would say on an. ‘equal 
plane, with the discipline on a 
world scale, I think history is the 
one major social science discipline 
in India whien is not colonialiséd 


University, even in Calcutta» Uni- 


Directly, in the \sense that it has 
tended to raise questions. take the 
interests of historians. into areas 
which were not considered before: 
not considered relevant or impor. 


vinism and communalism. Irfan 
Habib and Romila Thapar, noting 
that. they have already covered 


(the relevant qround in the earlier 


not to provide 
here, but 


choose 
response 


question, 
any specific 








standpoint, Has 
impact on 
search? i i 
¢ Well, as far as-an economic 
historian is concerned, I 


that made some 
Indian historical re- 





Now all those who. are all- the 
time asserting the: ‘spirituality’ of 
India, they really are’ following in 
the footsteps. of the - imperialist 
view. of history which, at the end 


mon points of discussion, common 
points of agreement and dis: 
agreement, Controversies are car- 
ried on in a Very amicable, friend- 
ly way—because there is a com- 
mon framework, Therefore the 








gers not only academic freedom 


tation. of history. Because what is 
the. Hindu communalist ideology, 
by the way? Or for that matter, 
Muslim communalist — ideology? 
Basically, what is.the true com- 


Ps / : Sih e : a i : ; : . munalist ideology? 
Re BOSE ore and which is standing on its.own tant, And’ indirectly, because 1 “ds ie ath cannot see haW in a broad sweep Of the nineteenth century, started yon sparxists in India—there ig no. i 
saee ES ae of aging legs—not autarkic or isolatory, certainly do believe that one of ra 4 dialer Wciseee vecien of economic history one can claiming that the Indian. people anti-Marxist hee. a iistorians, iene pike, Ra cigates a abe 
to riame any df them individually PUt interacting on an equal plane, the contributions of Marxist. his- 4 escape being some kind of a Were great‘in the spiritual field ¢ cept the communalists—are able India; then came Muslim: rule 
working throughout India wh» 1 don't ‘think there is any other Pati a gi the woud Keates ae A: K: Bagchi: materialist! ond pie Bt ereied crane, to accept the Marxists as writing which introduced decadence and 
ean an, major ‘social science which ean fac at nonwMarxists, In order lo ; 4 . fs ; ; seadieos heads : scientifically, and Marxists are + i at Ww 
edie ae hee. covlee “Wife Claim that degree of autonomy. counter the Marxist position, have Well, again, I would be very Q: 7g agg ll yes oe tat ged by ‘us’, While in the beginn- 2hle to accept that. non-Marxists an Sota wenn mdi pro: 
putters ceveived me pe ey d 4 from a ‘eolonialised situation, to also take on the debate, as it brief ‘about the general picture Mer seal ieee ‘% ee so much ing of the nineteenth century. the ire writing scientifically, $0 quceg decadence. On the other 
to make us ehnetiook Lolh: ot ‘the I and many others, we do feel were. So that whether one accepts because of that my knowledge is sclentific Standpoint? eee tnat i dian seeks a whole am (ey'te able to interact. side, Hindus and Muslims were 
‘ contradictions which beset . ordi. that. apart from the scientific as- the Marxist interpretation or not, 4 second-hand one. The general , a ee constantly _ fighting each other. 


‘nary people's lives and the heritage 
that was left by not only the 
names ‘that: are sung in the ordi- 
nary hagiographie works} but also. 
by countless‘ numbers of artisans 
and artists and makers of tools 
for use by ordinary people. .....: 


pects of history, it is necessary 
for social ‘sciences. to develop, 
especially because we have been 
the provinces of colonies, intellec- 
tually also, not merely in ‘econo- 
mics and politics...I think in_ his- 
tory we have succeeded to a cer 
tain extent. Even in methodology, 


what happens as a result of Mar 
xist historiography—if it is at all 
creative. I’m not talking about... 
« THIS is much more obvious 
* than in sociology or. anthro: 
pology...a conscious reaction...... 
« YES. yes...well 1 think ‘that 
* once it ¢omes in, It raises 
the level of intellectual  discus- 


picture seems to be that historio- 
graphy is. very much” influenced 
by ‘the colonial heritage and by 
the reaction against that ‘heritage 
from particular sectarian © stand- 
points — communal or linguistic. 
The British said, let us say, that 
the Indian, people were not good 


A: I would say that that is the 

‘* only possible scientific stand. 
point under this. Because you 
can, through literary artefacts etc, 
conjure up golden’ visions that 
soft-hearted rulers had of people’s 
futures, even when these people 
were being greund down, But if 
you do have some facts ‘about 


cluding its. ideological framework, 
was underdeveloped, was semi: 
civilised. ang therefore colonia: 
lism was needed: to modernise ‘it, 
by ‘the end of the nineteenth cen 
tury colonialism had given up 
this particular approach. And the 
approach that .was being adopted 
was that the Indian people were 


K. IK. Pillai: 


Several people have fallen vic- 
tim. to. chauvinism, communalism, 
linguism. Perhaps if was due to 
the wrong. lead given by earlier 
European. historians themselves. 
But ‘far from arresting it; it has 
got accelerated in recent times. 


Consequently, to-day on the one 
hand, Hindus and Muslims. still 
are bound to fight till their coun- 
try is Hinduised as a whole, and 
secondly, We muSt go against the, 
decadence introduced by the mo- 
dernity of the West and of -the 
medieval period. and go back to 


i ress 5 not. thin: ’ t ¢ : g 308 a reacti : : righ ss Ge : A . : cien ; 

Oe i es ; jena § sen ae Nene eienernaa cae Maa se sion ‘to a degree’ which is very ee ye ONG daloniens Rays val people's standard of living, it is great in the philosophical, spiri (); Do you have any specific ap wr Jan Sangh acqui- 
that we ‘caunol see “yee ” this js the historical discipline is con. Meaningful, and | once again’ i ecm, to project the mili-. “ery, “iMicult. to . conjure away tual field but not... , instance in mind? * red a dominating. or at least. a 
the cals aieeeion? ay se the cerned ; doesn’t really matter yery. much cay Wbadere ae eat Mabon millions of people dead in famines, Now, the second’ major scHool AV: Yes. If I date any great lite- very important. position in the 
iekt Capeae in oe ee ie Higa é whether one is discussing it from “*) Shivail. pe , als S++ or millions of people thrown out of historiography. which developed rary work later than a Janata,. they were very keen to 
that is part of the oneeuatieas | f H bib a Marxist or a non-Marxist point Q: ath) BOR US PARES of employment because of parti tdeologically was the nationalist period) and refuse to go sort of hold back, te disguise 
ee aacen tie gislia sui as fran abdl es of view, but at least the pitch of Pe res wee cular policies followed by the school, This. nationalist school asainst my conviction. I am their politics, their “ideology—the 
vidden with such contradictions 1 would (nal duvnattne aad the nee hey is Aap ge wate GSE “ils foreetting’ the atheg prtish Raj. These are hard facts found its reflection mainly in the accused of being an enemy impression being that during the 
qenncl sel ben Gentine te Pe heh say tha ring the. considerably, and I think that "~~ while forgetting the other of life...if somebody arranges Writing of ancient and medieval of that language, (Here the histo- Emergency, in.the jails, they had» 

years, there have happened to @ much greater dimensions of struggle by the them in @ logical order and you flan aWitches to Tamil (to point 


- 


history—-very little in the modera 





Changed, But they could not tole- 
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to hits awn study of caste in Tamil 
acu, 
ROMILA THAPAR  deimarcates 


vital jongoing changes in the un- I have touched upon it. It 


: Z ‘ : : » im general and in the. soclal scien- words, objectivity is not easily at. 

fate the idea that history’ should channel the grants through tho is a kina of bur: . . ¥ y 

be taught in schools in a scienti: ICHR The ICHR Was also given a 13g 
n 


‘ . tors that must be brought 4n to tors which are inherent, so 
fig manner, because then the lar Ae Sa re, these historians were ‘anti . , 
schoolchildren would not be open selantif OU a eae ee 


» 0 are attemnts 
ian’ and from the marxist point ensure relative objectivity and the speak, But if a historian ts worth 

th eee ; c books on Indlan history of yiew, they were also seal relatively scientific character gj his salt he must be able to rise i ronda ge 
voy eteretinginey gd aoe ats lenguagen, Leelee af mage gat (© (meow an alle lWeology, tony ae 

i ase ies Meee cig om ie ae ak Mf feusng ts ie A, K. Degli Q; tat smel 

Llere ‘ ut at the mains true that-mueh good re- at Uney ¢ an ‘Indian i f a. ou can probably give ussom : 
schoolchildren’s ‘level. And this search was supporte . terpretation of Indian. history, ¥. D: Y give ussome These are the real lan rks, 
Pecause ‘communalism was their Aainly. the transigiion’ programme Whled Was apppased to: be CS age Mb ol gente Mh ym flow rll erg a Saar 


was very successful Nous and va 
Now, therefore in this, the issue — ft wes beeause of this modest ply a subjective projection 8, my work on caste ...] stu: you know. there is a 

peat Wag pvolved was tot Just an sucess, rather thal because gf ius eily,at Some lot the, gather. Particular historlan's world-view AX? died : 

: eta’ 7m - » tha @ écame 4 yi t sot 

munalism. This was seen by the target of attack. rious groups, it turned « out to been debat = 

Indian historians, Consequently— Miristers enterea athe ek aL AGS be. as valusloaded and hissed 1a TD a oe ee ree nt 


Wedree, But, of ture of how far history can be Own Work on caste and the social 


castes for example. the work that. my 
fndlan “historians, Conequentiy aililaters entered. the: loture, the as any ideology stemming owt of torlans like E. H, Carr,.from our have been denied the facilities friend, Ashok D 


es standpoint all we can do is 
‘question—historians, but not only reorganised, . cultural nationalism can he. 
‘ historians, also I think, other in. member continued: tak 


single 
tellectuals......the intellectuals. of Council, 


isto : 
full; In waailve daghlon, clety’ wihien ty and Culture So- these historians was that in the days subscrib 


t 
é aS practically esta: eyes of such anti-marxist opinion, tivist view that the only ki! f you see 
anetesai” gfReI Cintas Wot c'Beae call duee A MGR ce Sate TORE SN aie 
Y passed a resolution y the Deen Dayal Research cial and economic’ histo Was epitomis by -Newton’ . other - 1 h : 

at ‘Bhubaneswar, yer dactnage ci institute) wutate nat only put oa ¥ modern methodology. he wing i pitomised by -Newiton’s me. non-Brahmin castes who troyed in India ¢ 

Congress, an over- ‘ . DUL Were put on all techniques of analysis. ; itsel, 1 
whelming majority of teachers,/1 its important committees. ‘Then dubhed a margist. pharenes “ Tp ark weiaiee es at. dooupelce thet Wek ie eee 
woud Fag are gente aT a bg a ves age TE RRIEE was lot o y 
“eular—bu ey're no Marxist. a early tis year, by a ly non-marxist in their approach by people, It/1s n im » about 
Marxists would be forming 4 Committee which included” the tended to come under this, blan: tar "at grasp of ‘ohies ne reall 
oy small percentage of the his- President of the ‘Indian History ket label of being marxist sim- by 9 particular coterle 
torians, By the way, that resolu. and euliuy Society’ And instead ply because they wers being ana: . ; 
tlon wes Passed after nearly five of supporting the translations of Fytteal. 
op six hours of dise¢ussion, where Works written from the secular : 
all the issues got clarified, point of view, the Vidya Bhavan 


Hyderabad—otherwise also. For 


; z n professional Conception of history, Because the last few decades, One of the 
a ae BE esl the attitude of the historlans to circles — at a subtle level, the “Ww could a well- id 


book to varlous heads of depart- ‘iS Obscurantist campaign? My attack was also joined by those SVe@r Know, except by a deliberate fs that “scien lg sometimes 
ments, professors, all 


0- who found themselves in a way Telection of his own clags roots, taken to ‘mean mechanical 


vin 

supplement some of these things, gist of the problem, I do not in Akbar’s time and t tand, peri i f 

a ne Bache the old : ase other CN pia the - ats Pest of re ed few scientists know whether the earlier people of living in e_and the standard Fee ce eat 
India gid eslst this very sucéess- ‘Indian’ History and Cplture So. these Historians was that In the Gaye supeoribe to 


es * pe ae ee area 
estion : A 
ag» sciences possible is the king that which there were a number A aly : Sr Sa ager 


l ou 
At a more sabtle level — and "ed with people’s lives, it would Well, 1 would like to say, first they: ean he collated to arraabe serf_ relationship was the only essential development 
But not only in the‘Indian His. series {s to be translated and pub: I think that ‘this is also very oo prt Benet hateaens eee we at at ontiaee hay ale choir hg teres AOSKEEA Ane nek 
y 7 - n ; : 

tory Congress at Bhubaneswar or lished in all Indian lan guages. ne ae Oe a ooh se ep ivory towers as having a proper gOMe quite a bit of change in we DT (Mk nage Cea eede LE 
You also asked: what has been except. { 


proach in the sense that { have or the coming into power of a period of the times vt transition sub-continent there ure 
used the word. dynasty and the fall from power 


a < i ; : of that dynasty and’ so on are 

: 6 ® ; ‘actent:fic” from “mechanical” Pillai. y t to b 4 
State of Historical Research in India Q) sein ee martin oe ace Ca 1g alah fo atnory, then one hae to The Bean 
: , , det . ids me derstanding of the felentibe wethod a very dificult question, in other qe that, In history books that identified by historians ot almost coul 


justi pare. very . little every school as a ver 
“common factor ces, and deals concretely with fat. talmable, There are certain fa Cer ik peroaaiabion sin 


, can, therefore. 
speak~ about 


feudalism, and 


that the particular leap from one changes ' 
of society and science is a mat- occupations,..there was little op- imperialist. historians has been period tne 
people who were completa. ter of gras 


when one goes further back, an 
see when the major landmarks dividing point could become : survival of ip ange of social for. - 


Q ‘As a specialist you gon't reel OCcUrred ia the soctal structure, question of coXtroversy and one mations | w. 
° 
* 


major - 


he moment of leap as it were differences; and here again there 
would not be of much use for would have to be far mere work 
further historical interpretation on the patterns ot © historical — 


conquest will be change in the regions nefore: one 


eneralise effectively apout 
important the entife sub-continent. < 


} in break in Indian history. And, 
C- that tempts know: that there :therefore on 


this particular , Another problem—an advantage 


elng made by ma period, whatever its designation {terms of the study of history 
nih 4 There could be "ittle debate But Ut a problem in terms of perio 


disation -—-is the considerable 


h oth in. j conics te 
each other, {n juxtaposition, an 
sti mone consequently again one cannot 


periodisation. And one should Say that this kind of society came 

to an end in this period, because 

course. when it was discussed in Scientific, and ‘how far it ts alt bs aig’ Tamil Nadu... Fay dite een Pace aan phat Bia ae a cee you. discover that in another 
i) ‘ 

y fas Somuwkere else'in trae’? 9 finuidg, or has continued 4p. 

. I know that among Marxists °hanged. he Se 

there is a tendency to offer a set Even though thers are these 

periodisation — a period of pri problems, it 4s certainly ~ worth 

mitive community, followed by a considsring — «a new — periodisa. 


art of the country it is still con . 


followed by tion. For example what we had 
then colonialism suggested in the fextbooks that 


or example—data or capitallsm (dependent upon the we wrote for the NCERT wag 
aa are speaking about). My one in which the ancient ~ period 


took place at different posat-Gupta period of Indian his- 


itself into different phases.,.socio- development 


S oF the standard of living of the peo. capitalist or 
country, And out of ting aban, rage Peng oe ha bersuasion, incapable of coping with the in- What it 1s like to have sweated alttomatic, which is not the ca 


se ; 
ple is intimately connected: 
only one in her-case and one in jy comntiog fete ces a aera Lene ONE TFG A ee oe eae tmair ee staat’ Ob waeunne canting: et ee 


; Of course, the difficulty I hav 
my ease sald that these books urantist lysis of history had heen raised &nd mesistarvation in the Indlan ment of scientific method in ge. Q: 
‘were not worthwhile. All the 


he cam- fn these last few decades,  cauntryside? nena, 
others said that they were the Bean against secular and sclent!. 
best text books tn the market 


ix ® ee ee of living of. 
4 he bulk o é@ people may- not 
istory fairly well, In spite wf .,J¢ {8 Significant that the maior | And to say that scientifie his. Melaka, anata Wile en 


ent countries. < tory, in northern India at least. 


form in which the agrarian ex- and consequently. that seemed to 
joitative relationship could exist us. to be a much more logical 
hist dividii British history +t it a ae a f th f= nelent eriod, than to 
: ' Story ‘Or dividing Ss sto: alis relations, or efore e 0 8 ancien period, tha 
historian Mistakes that i Sometimes made. , ia of landlord/rent-re- take it up to the thirteenth cen 
tifte eeiver and peasant/tenant of the tury. 


of capi. point to suggest the termination 


colonial era, We 


can see that in India the exploi- 


change very much..,afid yet there there is little 
‘for : attack was made by and on his tory i H scientific analysis, which. forces 
the schoolchildren. And thes the fact that before the fall of ji y his din 8 impossible is to say that 


@ : Li ; torlans -of ancient India. 4 

historians, I think again the num. ‘22 Janeta regime, the Govern LAR de 
b modern history as well, it Is true 

Ge veer very call, Si ported ‘Indian History and Cu 

So I think the historians as a ‘Ure Society’ had been made c 


how ~ don’t think... 
they lived,..selentifie. ht ink the eslating intellectual environ 
whole did resist. and they were OU and the Union Minister of Writing of medieval history, but count the struggles 


; hook controve nd in 
example, . teachers and students ees Congress, us.a body af controversy and in terms of 


fore bd it pe asin Ltn ae {in 
how context of known knowledge -and 42°,SoCo@conomic structure You 
pe eh ee ie, eee ment patronage to the RSS-sup- true that there was an attack on they Hved. or cannot know 


. ee but et “ course you 
; * have to amplify this, The “stan- 
atin Ge miealaeel sary * of peoples method is note ‘method of ab: api oF ling is peels ond 
4 Education issued man ess the continuing and sustained at: throughout the period, and — to 1 Mt 4s 5 Fat dg ache bf ign VP Rage Ee 
very Much helped by other Peo- statements criticising the Indian tack — both In terins of the text. the extent that somebody comes which “reiates to the  “kmawa because I would there Include 


close to this, at least not distort- area of knowled d the exist. 20+ only what people eat and how tlon,. became 
{ wiedge and the exist. 
ehaatiael ae xnactive <atanaruse arxist historian, the fact. ro the vilifieation of historlans in 


campaign; in Bihar, in Punjab, in " z e 
Bombay, in Delhi, in’ Ben fal. a: Tians, ot only, remained in the so-called cultural organisation selentifie history... 
most all over the country, In all 


; 1 haye — > free wogkers..,. 
came—because, 1 think. intellec. S#!P, of the organisation has risen , And those wholed the attack left throughout their rule, a 1m aneyile. to: AUR Sat ik ‘ 
tualé as a Whole and historians (0 Sgures never attained before. from amongst the ranks of 


; nai * the people... : 
; did realise’ that Jt was not an at- A very large number of histo. fessional historians were 


i thod, . 
people dhist texts, like the British rulers | would say that in the social’ As y::the mode of existence of 
: rians of stature refused to have Who have never been assoclated portraying’ pi t at ie 80 * th aople... 
eck soba Swan: ee ike i anything to do with the ‘Indian with any great intellectual effort: Sian Se struggles a8 sciences. “scientific” can perhaps e. Peopis...whether _ they 


) ing some of these struggles, to jing ; they. are clothed, but how much 
ains that the bulk of the histo. the Publications brought out by that extent it is sporantnabie : Gee oO dot ae ne freedom they enjoy in their per. 

nal Hd = : tt ist of course, one using a method which’ has this S0Pal neh whecher they'te slaves 
an History — Cong- ~~ was very frequently on histo:.has to recognise the false trails king of inbuilt context. as it were Of Setfs or bonded labourers or 
the universities, massive support 7e%s but, in’ fact, the member. tians of ancient  Indla. that the distorters ‘of history : ‘ 


Like ton, rf)... the mode of existence of 
Pro: the Brahmans destroying the Bud. torians can use a scientific me Q 


2 


versal system 


have access to written culture or 
Hi : 5 they’ i pl h ‘ ‘ only mean a relatively more ob- 
logical pattern of . intellectual many."of them. openly eume a Page, competent’ historians who The facts themselves have to be Jeclive analysis. dont think that poe bs out ing fee ae i. bir nature of the 
: in defence of the textbooks at. are good fact-finders, fact-gathe- looked at, with se possible # es the mechanisms by which the 
ia : tacked by the communal histo- rers, but not people who have doubts in mind...just as in every “scientific method,” even as a pee? This means, 
Irfan Habib: Lake y mmunal histo teed vaRtiexbly mown for uny other enterprise in lite — a major Short cut, ever mean total and standards of living of the people, 


P our. approach 
. Th \ . oe eine ot lytin nding enterprise in life — go in He absolute objectivity, It 1s relative. OT thelt conditions of existence 
The ‘commithal and the fatlorial ict7, whore hat Wen wali a nino at ciate aang writing of history’ also one nat ly more objective and it is charac. have been modified, There are 


sehools are very old and the com- 
munal’ Miecuretation also existed stride during the Emergency by It {s important, then. to 
2 before 1947. But I think the main Crees cae areeaia tn ope Intellectual sea an ‘uth in history Js to Iden 
poin § not that communalism 2icht position aidiet ; ntehectual end’ al aig ible — that 
't ex! : at its last two . self with those who have keen at ces as possible 
Seo dtine k Bree DS ea | sinual session tated: UnanhGus chaeccs Screven cn. of: Bis ¥ 


; Jso would be valid bases for 
Q . the receiving end.of the meoha. ‘fy and exhaust all the-possible @ A 
fn'Fome dorm or another, “but Of Practically unanimous resolu: tehante in thie’ atteck, f° er, usm of explottation,- sources of evidence, you don’t Doone the Iniian conten 
- that the communal interpretation {gns efending the secular and 


Sq tainly do believe in making this od f 
has now been married to a chau- Scientific approach and criticising point very strongly, that one of Bipan © : Go. use vations meihods trom 
yinistic: interpretation “and poth ae se idaipincad' for ry Spat The siatienth- Bhes it became Bipan Chandra various disciplines in’ arsiving at 
have been so combined that they {"@  obseurantists,  Obvtously 


! Bipan: Chandra: - 
>» a battle. amongst the professionals I believe in ehieetivity in. his. your data and in aualyeg your pa C dr is 
form a considerable threat to the ‘here will always Ke some wea ; t { z 


It's very clear that periodisation 

— was this, that thoss who do tory, but objectivity in history lies data. The ultimate test, then, is should be according to stages o? 

thercocks, but they do not re- ino ’ ; precisely in being fully aware of in terms of the kind of, the ra- 3 

Gevclopment of scientific history present ‘the opinion of the bulk ak tnd eee (oer a ai one’s own point of view,- It js: tionality of, the argument that Social development ‘and one ad. 
I think that It would be fair to of the historians. 


sal Wainic that It would be fair te : terms, t ithe ABLE a tert not possible to work in the social you present, and the ‘logic with Vaatage of this ds that 
ay ts Of: Msto Tr cal analysts were very 0: 6 t 

rical works written, let us say, by K. K, Pitlai:. aia thet aehat inte Slane on Repost en ane. Nepanesen arise tremely important, 
Muslim writers before the Britis lets the others. largely because they tink aie : 8 Cea y to ‘ 
conquest display a lange amount , Tf you are {I mentioned this. felt that, in a sense, history waa t eoretically,..The real: pro. of us 
f religious or communal preju- ia Paper I wrote recentl 

fice, And similarly, some of the t® yourself, 


on that society is constant: 


ig as lange a range of source ‘ers {the view, Ww 


nd of soft option subject that the lstener aware of it, and then of analysis, because this’ 

regime of the eighteenth century the real truth, You must write ji), always believed to be...¥t's ‘the mango tree; if you plant 
ve a large amount of communal Without fear or favour, You 50 lysis is being guided but not be. cularly in the study of ancient <7 } 

prota a 8 aon Ea should “hot hees: tua pika ctor probably a crisis in every social 


, 4 ce, then you'll ge t 
Nevertheless, the development you should not write for the Scene but tt just happened to ing controlled by. one’s viewpoint, Indian history where the sourees Seed ches, thet yout! get tha 


; , ti brar f mango, 
of moder munalist history ig gallery, as it were, You may coineldg in the’ historical situa. bY one’s hypotheses, are very limited. You may have Pabpe™ ty Hg ee ige g 
independent a these eatller, pre PR yr 9k NS | lee pencorehias. Gite he’ tak una Cs 
udices, although jt certainly : , =*{ books and., vario' aathés é : @ueation—can—be 
‘makes use ofthem, In India, the -Gtst- De. strongly convinced= thet” sae _ = — 













: Ory, be =; 
i Chis... ; Rae ore objective. thik those<= , : ~ fiunal and nationalist’ £ 
tendency . of the communally. this 1s proper, this is correct. The “venokte eee sitianiti bias «tha Oba A ane » asee 53: ate view of Indian history ts— 
inspired history now is to glorify Q: teh ‘i ee words, . ireedoin teartion’ whichle & 0° somthing Perey si Renn tee rave be and relevance and context and $0 fy backward. THe Ory Sar atte 
the past. You see almost BOY ential? storical research that has been commented upon— {dea in thelr head, Bur ff you have ¢ 1 think all of this, then, tends 29? f; alate we eit f dice 
advance attained - On ised Get AN! Yes, absolutely ‘essential, 2 think, on the whole, Indian’ Ris: no idea in your head. that 4088 to place more and more emphasis °° toon Ching Japon to. the 
~ soils Sh, "indie theovgh a kind of -~ Nobody should dictate, as 1¢ SOTAMs teslsted, the campaign ex- not ‘mean that you have no philo- on the kinds of methods that one Ges euch the Gan { 
ie e mee meee Le a ne ee Vath eae eeuneeus considera tion pea iag Lr BA im sophy of life. ig uelng, rather than one’s indi. i rat Prey aaee svete na 
e’ trying to. assign t . ; pressed. by the professional _ re- ' ‘ 
ma gf ecard el era, he overt Pande iT ale katana hacen nite ae Sal OUR RPh, poole ay any ay tt 
of. archaeological finds. he ten ():. So, institutional support PROOF A Dac howe ine ‘i a th 


e use of 


5 eo Nge a question of what is meant by use of sources an 
éney again to belittle cultural ‘should he such as. to gua: very clearly on these issues.,.the te 


: ; colonialism being sueceeded by 
bd " © of the gateways of ent {nto example, the use of evidence ;-.60 
PEST ertheless elegy <A that even antimarxtst historians tf 


I 
«who ust one plece of poitery or you a fe wiltes ae vay oe ee of periodisation will stand in the with the historians’ perception of 
what i> invol Ew Bod st Sera cad eritique of the earliest periods of ar 


ing various ® 
see $0 choose sides. I would say one terised by varlous features: for different phases of colonial rule which have arisen in every: coun- feo, "ee p, Gevelonment al 


i@ pucresaively. we should not 
© impose a ap: otk 
you do modern history knows, And these borrowed from Western  Burope, Siegen cand hoe omar 
which serves as a classical iilus- 


an illustration 


ly 


Maybe I'm stressing the factors fers the’ awit is ; aon, lap, Durin 
‘ the commu: durin 
¥) true 2 blem in objectivity is to be aware meterials and as large a range of ‘i¢ basic teatures o ur 
Sat acht Cat ht geld tromune, evo masa a GL ake e,taser ane moe, eelns af, pros taal en tate naar 
writings inspired by the Maratha ish to accept what you feel is jj : L $.s0Mé- the culture of a society is like they flourished, ~ 
to try to see that one’s own ana. thing that we need to use’ partl- 780, he problem at overing ing, Apart from recognising indt- 
¢ there. Are there 


a 
problems in tho sense - tts kind analytical ‘frameworks 


a 








dieval, modern, 


d become universal by the very 


tration of the . development of ; , 
class relationships — but only as EasiO. MADEN 


prehensive statement. 
Ratt by our historians, almost without 
K. K. ‘Pillai: h 







rerte yet e 
them into separat 


lative relationship existed —"the TY, Analytical 


of surplus 


was particularly high — and yet 


corres: jonding to Frameworks 


the lord-serf relationship. : 3 
Therefore it !s quite possible NK Ss \ i 
and, in fact, Mkely that Venkatesh Athre a 


re-capi- 


talistic developments in different pint it fs valid to get beyond 
countries followed diferent COUr and shift the focus of historical 
duction of surplus, and therefore ecaenre’ 7% be yas He Leaman ped 
the emergence of class exploits. COVerase oF socta & 


prominent, to the and political end economic insti- 


: tutions, then the value of a new 
time that capitalism, by creating | : 
Enero guaran, by tnd ond anmes to fhe fone. af 1 
@ world under 8 hegemony. : . 

ave to mankind | perhaps. | the true that this - has happened to 
Tst — an 2 ast — uniform , [ 
system of class exploitation, uni Buty Be the pioneers and the 


extent, who, in your opl- 


of class exploita: anding contributors to this 


tion. The-earlier systems of class trend? 
exploitation, I would submit, were 


of a varying kind and could never Range of Responses 
3 


development of the 42%, Snewering  ¢ question, 


means of production at that time. there” ty ¢ side’. consensus thes 


the emergence of a framework 
1 think, that in 
to. periodisation, which is more qnalytical and 


while we should look at identify: Vynamic in the writing of Indian 


totlal. fhemmbony history over the recent years is a 
though K, K. Pillai. cautions in 


, i) ei 
Gat. petlodisation general against “hasty generalisa- 


historian” whose . contribution to 
: seo gil REY ti 
: was not recognised, uring his 
and ‘not asa ¢OM- lifetime; in the: conventional his- 
torical conclaves —- is singled out 


exception, as  t 


@ pioneer and 


i. Nom fore te no punt tn nnaye feeheaeey 1 tidlon, Materia 
F bnmbulately projects "the: no. mespmPritish..the . division into wetting: of Indian histoty.on the 
aclences unless one etarts with which you present it, This Is ex- 4 aborts wabeue t Gao right jpaen”. as Bipan . Chandra 
wine, he damp. doustenea nine. 
many Hindu kingdoms flourished; ae 

the British period . the manent, e Ja rane f. ne 


kingdoms flourished; sh, ox 
tha: Muakel<oertea i arma come in for citation 


contributions . of » two 
work of Pro 
by their colleagues as path-break- 


vidual pioneering work. A. K. 
other Bagchi underlines the point that 
change 


of an analytical understand- Indian reality based on untapped 
z of history? —————— 


and aided ~by new: ; 
1. understanding Habiv draws,” iusthatively, 
will have to axe ‘ 
e classess.and analytical, or conceptual.--adven- 


tel on tha 
alot: 2240p a iban®  Seeiene!.,. ie Waatorluab. ane, bees, made in, the 
ixteenth century was qifferent in clent India; ana”. T = 
North India from ‘what it was.in ‘notes that -the sig hinetls shift im 
South India, This is only g conve. the focus of historical fr ra 
nient arrangement — ancient, me “stems from the work of those 


who regard. history as part of the. 
soctal sciences” and that this is 


remotest past” Per ca “a very stantficant change” whose 
pe ihe ‘actentific’. If by ‘selentifie’ {s methods, 4nd not on Whether one Romila Thapar: é 
mports from abroad, whether in rantee this freedom of historical Xf% ay fe ha the-Iny meant, “can tt predict in the is committed to this Ideology or Irfan: Habib: The” existing Pe iad EE Ae NL eee ree 
the form of - selentific ideas or research? presentative. body of historians, ®8me way in which the physical thet. rran Masi. does demarcate’ very. strongly 
technological devices, This leads i It must entirely, Even to-day, was yery greatly appreciated. * gelences do?”, fT would say But inevitabl: the individual actually, periodisation has two ; 
to the .popularisation of absurd ~~ I should imagine, -instltu- “ang ie 
theorles with regard to the cons- tions do. not interfere generally 


by scicntific is meant, “is one and the really intelligent 
truction of medieval Indian monu with thet freedom. Institutions that it was not merely expressing 


~ both ~ able to analyse the situation, and 

tents. do not interfere, but society, Were oe ts ies rom that analysis arrive at° cer: standpoint is, and argues within respect’ it Is purely chronological. 
There ts again a desire to prove some personalities... were involved in the attack but ‘ain hypotheses’ which can be this standpoint, And the intelli: And in any vina of history writ. 

that all the basie advances in mo- 1 rome political circles... ‘ . 


; used to be able to form one’s gent reader can tell what 
dern thought were present in an- that this disapproval was expres 
elent Indian thought. and so on. A: hich the last Governmen; (the ment?”,..history does provide this rlan doesn't actually provide 
There wan exaggeration Of india’ s*" some walters, well I should -ex-Rducation Minister in parti type of broad suideiings, e past label for himself. periods 
own ¢ultural contributions to the even say some historlans them- , ; ces enable us, nk, to. under- Ur tere 
world and a glorification of selves! cular) sade te Publicly yilify, the 


tand th t and also, fi : ferde, be fie’ they ayn be 

5 0; ; ~~ Stan @ present and also, to a gj * erlods, ecause they ; { 

. ‘Greater India’, which we our: ~ ees Pasa Mes oe Calan A certain ectent, enable us to help ii. Pericdising Gecerihed in the histories of 
selves deplore when other people Rigmilg Thapar: ae ; decide what sort of future one * thelr dynastic periods without 
fepects of a general communal 1 think the issues involved are Venkatesh Atthreya: — fmnuis\ts given whieh cog then Ondan History perlogiiation “i necessary." but 
chauvinistle, fnterpretation which again both — oovlous and subtle, 7G —_ & formals ls given whieh can then 


the ing, one cannot do without chro- voy frequently 
ei s Viewpoint about social develop. standpoint {s, even if the histo- nological periodisation, For exam: 
oa homas: Pallthenl=: quarters: se despite all the pressures : Pp. g bs] 


it of %@ more recent times, let us say 
@ ple, in China you have dynastic pnaees Tile teat ae 
and different events aT do regearch 


Dp \ if 4 

= particularly important 00, . On the other hand, historian does have a standpoint, -aiferent kinds of implications, between the three . periods and A, Bagchi: 
3 isto. and two different kinds of coDve- the most interesting. ways in _ Certainly, in 

rian makes it very clear. what his niences, for historians, - In one which this isolation nga ners 

t he university level — & new analytica 
ane nD, tee level Ro where the work of people lke D,.D. 


ent history 


Ba ccalicd perioneyen is necessary, but sources which, 
hag become very systematised. Tt At the obvious level, it’s quite Ps Closely related to the besue of be applied, , ; 


; ; 5, Some of our outstanding com- represents a particular 
gent in academic writings very tural organisation—and, es ts very Ceptlon, It ts often doubted whe. Actually, perhaps one should’ temporary historians have oppo social dormnatian pees 


ther hist be: . distinguish between two things: ged periodising history Into Hindu- Actually, as is 
deeply, Its communa] implications often the case with a her tifte. bw seat wey funean whether history Is a science ~ or jus! rir or Anclent- e- Hindu-Musiimrit 
the Vidve Bhavan series they are very clear political motivations. 8 a8 0 spectaliet and from your Whether there can be a scientific val Modern, periods—-because this tion 


a to history. It Js -fairl i ‘ 
. made explicit as well... It quite consclousiy used the pre- OW" experience? BPErDECh t ry airly gives undue emphasis to dynastic nineteenth 


j re history are, for example, leas sub- introduces unscientific preconcep: adopted it 
wy , - dts alms as well as encouraging Reon ‘Or: MmSes: h : us : 
tack fy fla teeth, bo we yas {ts motivations. “The historians ge of Resp onses ject to quantitative interpretation tions and biases. 


“eo , Objectivity and scientific traits. than other branches of history, and approach the problem of periodl- to be t 
be wae 5 Serna Wher. sks those “who mah it cyano faeal in historical imterpretation are all branches of history © are less pation? Are (hore 


@ most important thin 
seer the sarobis cfctne: cen questioned. much ef the earlier see? by our historians from many subject to it than any 


any specific before the British conquest, an 


but haticall be any lab, experiments, of course aa SANE. Saree male was the tain thing, 
nuances — but emphatically in a iy , 8% 5 F : 
A! ey, By ae ih ine bee pest in the textbooks oy. that affirms the real-life exis- But when we talk about . the 


aps what you. are asking later pertods 


per 
3 Venkatesh Athreya: about is a different kind of perio. few medleva 
‘Van ‘series, but often in journa: ted by a Hindu communal organi- tion of objectivity. in historical Irfan Habib: Y disation in which each period 


physical problems in this regard in the then after that, of course, British 
indu communal] interpretation of S#¢e% with varying emphases and selences, And. there, can hardly : 


tends to isolate them. And: one of 


k k 1 historlans cs come to discuss the question . of 

kind 0 ee OF enn ht hoaeaine to colonialism and its impact on India 
change — the whole tendency has : U 

well known, the heen to say, well, ancient hist you find, for example, an expec. 


ish periodisa- comes to am end, therefore ail ‘tation that ah be ae would al- 
came into yogue in the the techniques, 


India 4 1 ae eet tify 
a ndla in general, one can ice 

genaered 1 framework wit 
come across cases Kosambi, Irfan Habib, or coming 


and you wish to the works of Sumit Sar ar, ut 


in ancient history, the point {s- that an ana tical 
ou’re told you must learn Sans. framework |s. net - something 
rit in order to read the sources. which itself fs static, That itself 
Those in med{eval Indian history !s changing with our perception 
have to learn Persian, of Indian reality, 

Now, there ara many Sanskrit 1 would glve an example of a 


in fact, go into Change-in the analytical frame. 


but there are td wofk .., in ‘the App. {eation of the 


analytical framework, When we 
in some. of the’ older Marxist works 


the sourees, the WayS be associated with the ox 


century. Principally, methods that for ancient Port. of capital to colonial coun- 
fous that certaln branches Of and chronologicel treatment and it was the British historians who history Br with ‘ae 


year 1206 tries. In fact. I have found and 


partly because to them or whatever it may be, aNd you Many other scholars have found 
How “would you the ferigton of the rulers seemed change to a ay y 


different system, that as far as the non-white colo-. 


Whereas, in fact, a lot of {t con- Dies are concerned, there was 


This {s particu. Never any net export. of capital 


larly true, cf course, in the over- from the metropolis during the 


lap between the medieval period period of direct colonial rule, 


: j } ect the source -material they were much so.: 
historians, for the last twenty-five Written on ancient history, the tence of “historical science”. scientific: approach, what we per- Range of Responses: _ 


ri ui Definin, ien tt f oh is that : ise th I inal ll th h F using for each of these periods ~ 
; t ’ j € cience as a of haps mean is that we reco he estingly. « e ria 
years or so, to_ resist the commu- theorles such as the ‘Aryan’ ori 9.8 matey ap gn nterestingly igtorian. 


ye) approach. ‘The indian History gins, of the Upper castes, the grasp of objective reality by yarious limitations 


4 Li : ith K. K. guages or, you might say, groups a 
B } fsolden age’ of Hindu renaissance BeoPle, A. U.BAGCHI sees scienti- dence, We recognise the fact, for Pillai providing his own qualifice of “languages, For ‘Ancient’, sation 
indleidual a ey ane fie under the Guptas—these-were at- fic history as “that history which example, that a hundred things tions — the old periodisation and Sanskrit and Pali: for “Medieval”, 


. In the modern history text. takes into account the struggles happened. We might have know- call for a more relevant b 
clans BTiS 8. Phoetg had been Vrs beeen of Hinduism of peoples throughout the period.” ledge of, because we have only 
Gome' stens to. check the spread and Nationalism, the rise of both | He underlines the cuty of “a the evidence for, about | five 0 


Partly they adopted it because and the modern period — very And that modifies considerabl 


our historical-. perspective an 


that also demands a reconsidera- 

ees bude ti oe Pica ue tion of some of the simpler ver- 

pproval with the existing periodi. sions of the theory of {mperla: 
and-I would say that sm. 


d {t's an academic convenience — Bi { re 
and this ig part of the Bipam (Chandra: 


e re. ft hich takes into consideration The nationalist historians coun: why one continues with the older. . ! think itll be unanimously 
of communal tdeas throwah text: Hindu and Muslim communalism. well-paid historian” fo come out thoso things; and these five need fundamental social and 


a tendency’ to routsess te Hello: dieval Poagis textbooks, the main ™@ke a spectal efort to appre- the most important. The propor. ages. ° 
‘ € 


aecepted that in <anclent Indla - 


tually object to ip — & least in the begs a and re 
an 


t Ind history 
3 periodisation insofar ag the sepa but secondiy, more  mportantly. Search of ancient 
list t and 10 give pro. attack was because some of us Sate «what it Ys like to have tion of the facts we know out of «..For A.K. BAGCHI, there can b@ pation between the anclent ald it has a certain Inbuily — Intellec: 5 epee R. S. jharma ind 
oe Hie se ake “tarioua” ee g. tried to question the monocausal sweated through centuries of mal- the total body. of facts, the total no question that a new, objective medieval periods is concerned, tual framework, and if one is Romila apar, OSE 
i Las te af the nation Sli 3 explanation of the history of me- “?utrition. and near-starvation 


particularly io emphasise the Seval India—purely in terms of the Indian countryside,” 


more or less, the objecting to the periodisation, one Dames standout among people 


i : ime, “the mode of existence of the lod =< ir who have tried to analyse social 
fole of the ‘organisations. of the every conflict being \explained as | BIFAN CHANDRA states eds i oh AE shay By : medieval period — in Western fs. in fact, also objecting to that 


peakantis’ snd the working class @,comiict between Hindus and belief in ‘objectivity in history, 


text. 
Und the leftist and rationai trends. Muslims, and no attempt being. Salling for m full awareness 07 to recognise this limitation — BIPAN CHANDRA contrast 
ms -n_the. national movement 


around 


the ending, the termination og Y 
almost directly under RSS auspi' conflict. by one own’s hypotheses.” Contras- 


Plant a 
‘reconstructing the whole from a #¢e¢d once,-you'll get that parti- the medieval period. 
really a reactlonto the growth ot Wleh based their ideology on ¢ncés, he ‘expresses the Prove th 


Indian History Congress, . in its 


¢ ~ As far a3 
Sieg tut heater A at ae ett ROM ae EE at SG 
=. ~ 
iy being shaken by these new trends guidelines useful dn understanding asides SS viectionnnt sd on detail on the question. Th bags dS a ibe a ea aaa 
chantiay vides of indiag "bista: in blstorical writing and research. the present ‘and to a certain e2- fone but b tive method, while referring to the two kinds idea, of course, was that the 
bygnes nae bed te ae Wisto’ and ldbelled’ these historlans as tent: in deciding what sort of fu. hyn Be ieee Motaee ty Of Periodisation — one far chro- cotonial congue fore ea bh 
Were the dat target of attack Avery simple way al working up SIREN HABIB distinguishes og fede of; the formation of ano: tating. to’ historical analysis and gompletely nefe therefore there 
But ag the reorganisation of ths Dysterla. against a person. J think ween eon hee coeese tna ther, and by Knowledge of the identification, of successive. socio’ was a break which was not purely 
; bably remained dormant if It whether there can be a scientific SUdsequent oF the bk wed deve: out that in the case of the latter, bi din nar t to th 
ssarch (ICHR) and the ahandoi- paan+ “heen for the fact. that approach to history. “Calling at- lopment Fi gies ge hte wuick one must carefully. identify (and , Now 1 earlier refer a. Sion, 
ment of the project of translating thes, trends were being reflected tention to the Umitedness of quan. ., Obvious Meee we rt rick wherever necessary —_re-identify) two Kinds of uses of perlodisa a! 
-selentific books on history has in textbooks, so that really there titative interpretation ‘(a typieal different historians would give to the “times of transition” and The firs; one was for chronolo- 
Shown, the campaign was intend. \.. for them. for people with trait of the physical sciences) in “iferent aspects of society while 775. ond avoid the dogmatism in. gical reference; the other relates 
ed from the beginning to be ex- tat kind of —ideology—the fear history, and to the various Umi. Teconstructing the picture of the porent im any set  periodisation more to historical analysis. All 
tended to the whole range of his- that a new generation would grow tations in historical evidence and. society woul vary, and subjective borrowed from Western Europe. historians agree that hurnan his- 
tasy. welttig, up not conforming to Hindu com ‘method, he valis for a frank re- factors’ must come. into play. Ne- RoMILA THAPAR, who suggested tory has been one of develop. 
)? This is something that ts not Sndtan history. cogwition of these limitations as-Vertheless, the scientific method elements of. a new. periodisation Ment in different periods, at diffe 
very widely known, actually, Therefore, this 1s what caused the “the first business of a scientific Of blstory demands the elimina- (oso NCERT textbooks which Tent phases. and of different qua- 
this latter part—the abandonment attack on the textbooks. approach” and stresses the need Hon of certain subjective factors come under attack, emphasises the lity. And some historians would 
of the plan to translate scientific “~Aiso—as the debate. as the at to combat, through a scientifie ap. in a conscious way, such as Chau- need to take into full. account the 280, agree that at particular 
~ historical works, the teorganisa- tack went on—it became evident proach to history. certain subjec- Vinism, national glorification, re- sige regional Uanitloes and the points of time, in more or less 
fion of the ICHR and so on,.... and obvious that socn after the. tive factors ph as chauvinism gional or, in modern Indla caste syncs from a range of sociul Short periods, there have been 
Yes, I should’ mention that communal attack waS made the and national. regional, caste and 0% communal glorification. formations in India. leaps, where one kind of social 
when the ICHR wag formed antiMatxist opinion also joined communal glorification. He clari: And so, the influences of such “RR PILLAT touches upon the formation has been replaced by 
six or s3ven rs ago thé dec- on to this bandwagon and tried fies that no narticular ideological subjective factors on history writ insceuracy and: inappropriateness, another, And identifying these 
a sae on of the en to attack the. sane raph ayy by” fe doe has a monopoly Bin ing can, I think, be identified and gy, : Ado an bees Rua ao 
ent was to. encourage scientific saying ey were Mar 6 “scientific approach to his he tri na eriodisation o mnporta 
research through a bedy which bs A veflecting therefore ‘antl in the sense he ig using the term. ppptyees to counter them, But zydian mp niclaeg A, shia historical interpretation ‘To the 
would largely be indepence.; of Indian views—the — argument K.K. PILLAI, recognising the therecan be. I think, a number of : : degree that one can up SO. one 
direst Government inte!crence being of course. that Marxism is aifficulties, declares that “a -hiy. sclentic amproaches and it would A. Kk Ba chi: could successfully periodise, 
And different Ministries were pre an alien {deology, - therefore torian worth his salt, rust be not be correct to say that any one #%. FN. ' bai But. my own — view Is thet a 
Valled -upo: to abandon their anyone who subseribes to it able to get at the \truth,” illus- perecnlay ideological aten has Ot course, if the dates of ac- periodisation of this kind, with- 
geparate. history projects and has antl-Indian views So there trating his point 1with reference the monopoly of a scientific ap- cession or dates of yarious kings, out proper identificatlon of the 
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@ modern ‘period { 


e former the earlier historians and the A 
is that may not have ‘ happened 


. Mf oe ériods of qualitative changes or ted : 
tory” it is the business of the scientific ae We ett et, OPE Ate , “Well, ay it stands, ) would say 


before, the ancient-medieval perio: 


Purope it was supposed to have kind of framework tmplicitly... hange in 4. nmultisided manner, 
started the seventh or For example, 

tg ni this” eighth century — asthe dividing- 

made to look gt other possible O”€S ‘own point of biew and and the imitation that makes history @pproach with the communa 


one jing th India as well. And the disation is essentially based on Sato2 on the basis. of social 
/ ie et eee byt nol con stil less of a science than other with its AR te view af the . ths y 
° 


: and then tried to utilisé periodi- 
as I have sald cation as well as to make periodi- 


the old dichotomy between Hindy Change...what | is important 4s 


and ‘Muslim. If is implicit in this 


periodisatlon, 


ered by people assuming that ®"e the social relations wh 
ere was, in fact, » major th 


what one studies on the ground, 
and {s being far- what is .actually heppening, Ryle 


ange evolying...I think this Is where 


once the Delhi atea came under Indian historians owe the grea: 


You may have 


et i 
the rule of ‘Muslim’ dynasties {68 debt to Kosambi Many 0 
nd the main problem. of course, [4S perhaps even most of 


his 
assumptions and statements, have 
had a much grea ee? questioned But It Is he 


ho set the writing of Indian 
ter continuity from, et ua say © 
sixteenth century AD. and muc ree 
less of a break in actual terms — Irfan Habib: 


dynasties come and go, but the a 
ald — few: et hocketp eaay’ uave Well, in Indian history the frst 


continued ‘to 
_ extent. 


name that appears’to one is that 
8 much greater of Kosambi, who, Arst of all 
tried to show in his study that 


And therefore one looks for, Indian society has its own his 
in periodisation. a really relevant tory, its own course of develop: 
“change taking place which affects ment, and also attempted 4 
all aspects @ot society, not just periedisation which ‘was quite 


one aspect, 


hich is why I think different Irom the set periodisa. 


that a more appropriate period! tion — classical  periodisation — 
abe would be one that looks at about which we have been talk- 
undamental socio-economic chan- ing.,,I think the works of both 
es, And these would certainly Prof. Romila Thaparcand Profes- 
ave to be studied in much greay sor R. S, Sharma owe a lot te 
ter detail before an definitive the insights of Prof Kosambi 


system 2s Such 


that the “major 


could be sugges: Prot R § Sharma, in partieular 

has given very important inter- 
pretations of the development ot 
problems in try: agrarian relations and of the 


ing to find a pertodisation which changes in the caste system !n 
{s relevant for all of Indian his- el ak | to certain economle and 


tory. first of 


all, historical soclal developments ~ 


“change doesn’t take place at the  ‘Thelr work suggests J think 
same time in every part of the that there war NOt 9 single an. 
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~ classical 


‘ dom of the kind that existed in 


* ted into South India, 


~ using the various methods of. so- 
~ terpretation of history, and histo- 


“in India, considers that Ahe des. 


*as Many areas into an integral 


State of Historical Research in India G) 


European historiography, and -I apart from these difficulties, I 
but perhaps 4 number of periods, think it generally designates, when. think the major shortcomiiig which 
each with . its own particular used there, the use of new kinds is found in evidence even. from 
form of class relationships ‘and of tools particularly. statistical the periods in which—in quan- 
different degrees of significance tools and the use of eco tity. at least—the — document- 
of the rural and urban: sectors. numetric methods of. analy- ary evidence is’ very large, the 
It is from Prof. R, §, Sharma’s sis..,..Now as far as the tools used basic limitation we find there is that 
work, in particular, that I have by recent historians whose work always, whereas the points of view 
gained the impression that there I have mentioned are concern: of the ruling classes and ithe sub- 
is a particular break in Indian ed.....they are snot new by and jects of interest to them are {ully 
history around the twelfth and large, although there is a greater covered, the bulk of the people 
theeenth centurtes bane oe awe an Repente a a Se have no spokesmen, : 

persed agrarian exploiting class tical study of documents—whe- + i : 
Wee ple 2, fg ahr os ther they be inscriptions or liter. For. example, when I was trying 
time. — by a town-based -bureau- ary works or, in. later reriods 
cracy; and. the appropriations of . Private or-public papers. 

the members of a pural  aristo- > 
cracy were now replaced by~ the 
land revenue, collected in the 
name of the State by a much 
smaller ruling class. 

One could designate this 
change as from “feudalism” to a 
kind of “Asiatic” system, but 1 
should like to be wary of. using 
both these terms because the 
system previous to, say. A.D, 1000 
was quite different from the 


cient period’ of Indian history, 


? the seventeenth century, I found 
that there is almost no document, 
Nevertheless, I think the term or no direct evidence of the de- 

“new history” would not be a mis- mands raised by the different ag: 

nomer, because compared with the rarian rebels in their own words 

nature of the earlier work, I think or from their own tradition,  Al- 
the works of the historians that most all the descriptions of their 
have heen mentioned, and other grievances afid their actions are 
books ‘and papers, have gone far from their enemies, that is to say, 
deepei into the questions of social from either the officials, whose task 
change than the work before. Tne it was to suppress them, or from 
historians who have been explor- historians, who derived their infor- 
ing social change—for example in ™ation about them from) such offi- 
relation to~ ancient India, Profes- cial sources and- who uniformly 

Cece Bite of -. Western aon R, RE Spare or B, ah Ya. took the opposite side. 

pean feudalism, : av or Romila Thapar or others—  - a 
And I certainly think that the they often differ pont each other ABO. ell ¥ wine Peale 
in which’ and in many respects they would and the character of their griey- 


eriod which. follows, 
and revenue appropriation be: perhaps-be the first to admit that 


‘ i 1a : @fces from the language or from 
comes the focal point pf elass their conclusions are tentative: I 2 ‘ 
relationships «... the political and am not referring particularly to the Passages tn the vageounte, » if 


their ‘detractors. In many cases, 
the evidence about even the grie- 
vances ts lost, and we know of a 
number of revolts the causes and 
the motive forces of which remain 
unknown to us. The result then is 
that the eyidence we have is par- 
ticularly silent on mass responses 
to political, social and ‘economic 
developments. And particularly 
where class: struggles are concera- 
ed, notably the risings of the op- 
pressed, the evidence is particul- 
arly limited. 

Other fields in which the eyid- 


Sources-and Methods 
ence is limited in India include 


tel {! u * 
Venkatesh Athreya: production technology. Compared 
8 In the natural and physical with some other advanced civilisa- 
sciences, the source material could tions like European, Chinese and 
be provided by laboratory experi. even to some extent early Islamic, 
ments, In the social sciences that the intelligentsia in India seem to 
have come into their own (such as have been notably indifferent to 


economic system cf that. period 
cannot be designated “Asiatic” 
in the sense in which Marx and 
other writers. had (in the nine. 
teenth century) used the term. 
However,- whatever the designa- 
tions ... I should think that here 
was a leap, in which one kind of 
agrarian organisation was re- 
placed by another, although both 
were precapitalist systems of ex- 
ploitation, and neither had serf- 


answers, I am referring to ques 
tions—-they have really raised new 
questions. And it will take much 
more than a particular Minister. of 
Education to brush these ques: 
lions away from the agenda cf 
historians! : 


V. Problems of a 


West Europe — although ~ both 
had a large number of relations 
of restraint, or ‘uneconomic rela- 
tionships. built into them. 


K. K. Pillai: 
Hasty generalisations should be 
avolded, For example, can I. say 


that in South India the medieval economics), one. could conduet the technological devices that were 
period started with the Pallavas? surveys to generate data, and ‘ised by craftsmen and b aS+ 
Actually, what happened was that there are published and unpubli- ants working in front of them. 


with the advent of the Pallavas, shed official and non-official statis: And as a result, the history of 
Sanskrit, Aryan culture penetra tics as well. Where does the state production technology is very diffi- 

but there of historical research in India cult to reccnstruct. = 
was no question. of domination, Stand in relation to sources of | should have mentioned before 
They mixed with the other cyl. data? Do they impose any special that this is one of the fields in 
ture and in temples and ritualg limitations on the craft of the which some work has begun to be 
and other things, - Sanskrit and kistorians? done although it is yet undevelop- 
Aryanisation — ‘Sanskritisation’, ed. Over the ages, the evidence is 


to use M. N. Srinivas’ term — i ni: ; liraited. You have European  yrit- 
figured’ prominently after the Range of Responses : ers—they go back to works depict- 
seventh century. Not that it affec- Coming from a group of histo: jing technological devices in use in 

rians working in different areas Europe in the thirteenth, four- 


ted Cape Comorin! It was. fred 


al......lt was confined to Chingle- @” the field, the ‘responses here teenth and fifteenth centuries. 
put, at the most to Thanjayur or Cover substantial ground d Similarly, several _ technological 
some such place vies... upto Madu. throw fresh. light on the types, devices are depicted. in Aravic 


use and poteritial of various sour- works, In China, such works ¢re 
ces of historical data. abundant, But in India, they are 
A. K. Bagchi, “a practitioner of scarce or almost. non-existent. 


the economic history of recent anes 
K. 'K. Pillai: 


times,” is concerned not se much 
with the lack of data (of which : 
there is, in fact. an abundance in _ Hach one has its merits and de- 
the British colonial records and in ™eérits, each one of these, Splace: 
the archives), but with the lack Phy is by far the most Scgy Sete 
of the right type of research con- Source because more often Bet 
centration. This opinion is broad. NOt, it provides the chronologica 
lj shared by Bipan Chandra who background and “chronology is the 
points out-that once the relevant eve Of history.” Literature rare: 
questions are raised and a riqo: ly, cated for. history! And then 
Tous social science method is em- When you ask some of one bij 
Hote now plore acura ana’ Puan, Sane 
.  % ? . 
acai he habit of surfacing un Sekkilar and Kambar, . who lived 
Another dimension is provided earlier? -Nilankanta Sastri says 


cial science disciplines in their in-, to the debate by Irfan Habib who, pen ip dey MN ara Na 


’ : rary of - Sekkilar, What do you 
in his discussion of literary. evid- ; ” hi rit 
ence, points to their-main draw: fon ee with : 


; . litera background who has 
back of projecting a narrow out- ear a cariar of volumes on In- 
look; illustrates his point with de- dian history, ‘No, no, The date of 
tail from his own research on Kambar is fixed. The date of Sek- 
eee India; and eke pyatinees kilar is fixed.” It is- this, jt is 
0 eep-going problems involve That... I was onvince f 
in historical. study of production~cee, What. is sao ooe he ae 
technology and. technological chai- you have proceeded? a 


Yal,..,..You. must not he dogma- 
tic,:.,,.People were ‘writing histo 
from the standpoint of the Nort 
all the time, you seé:,....when you 
bring about. such a. division, the 
inaccuracy is there—that should 
not be forgotten. But it is a con- 
venient arrangement and — what 
else can. we do? 


‘Romila Thapar: 

I think the shift in focus stems 
broadly from the work of those 
who regard history as part of the 
social sciences. This is a-very sig- 
nificant change, although its sighi- 
ficance is not always recognised. 
What I mean is historians who are 


rians who are also inevitably writ- 
HE in a Marxist framework—and 
this would also happen if we had 
-astrong Weberian school here, 
the same kind of shift would take 


place. = ; 

I don’t for example, see neces- 
— = og ents Mar- 
x ans-and- those-using’’ a ge in Tndia. 5 You have speciiie dates provid: 
Ce seen framework, because - x, K Pillai, touching on on ed by epigraphs. The Saka era... 
Moth ont e freee Of hoth otherwise uncovered area in this ...:. it was used eyen in Tirunel- 
Ad ap, a 201g es interpreta: Gisoussion—the study of art forms veli. In the Pandyan inscriptions 
tient ai ear! raged ys Dal’ in history—indicates the use of also, the Saka era is used, It is 
cularty er in where the em- -this discipline in the determination unfortunate that South India did 


phases He, That is, the kinds of ¢¢ « : 2 mi 
data, the kinds of sources, the kinds of “the. quality and culture of the not produce many eras, excenting 


: Le”: Kerala, which was, of course, then 

of methods that all these histori. ?°°P'® a cae amen! : p : 
ans would use.would be very . Romila Thapar deals authorita- Pas eine cet hag debe sa: 
broadly similar, but in terms of tively with the crying need to in- you have the Kushan era, tho 
interpretation, the emphases tegrate literary .and archaeologi- Saka era, the Kali-era. Here we 
woul be diferent, eRe v4 os eeey ie Fhe ieee muke use ef the Kali era for deci- 
‘or example, in the-study of en- Of historical analysis, and makes 3 Ay 
tant indien’ tigers, aah as telerghhe- toe. “nels “arehpes, hering, for determining certain 


logy” which has proved fruitful Het connected with Pandyan his- 


in the West (notably in the ana <Ol¥: : 

lysis of antient population pat- Q: Epigraphy, literature, what 
terns and demographic — history) *other. sources of historizal 
and is just beginning to take an Gata would you consider the ma: 
impact in India. Jor sources? - 


doubt that the most pioneering 
work has been done by D, D. so- 
sambi, and what is interestiag 
about: Kosambi’s studies is pre- 
cisely this; that the generalisa- 
tions he has made about ancient 


Indian history are not always total- i , Epigraphy, » literature dnd 
ty acceptable to Marxists and not A. K. Bagchi: Ay then art. Art of different 
a Ways totally acceptable te’ non- forms. There are experts who, by 


You will excuse me if I here 
skeak pos idan as a practitioner 
of economic history of recent ing und other things, determine 
times. I do not know that I nave ‘the dites, determine the quality, 
considerable difficulty in dealing +he culture of the people, 
with the kinds of data that histo- , seulpture aeuhiicoture 


fians of ancient I aral- Sos 
Fr aeatina een india are gencenl: Chr Sounding, all thege vesily. give 


s fay as ; am YOu au idea about the ctate of aris 
coe Bh at home; ee. ae He and the state of the industrial 
analysing time series data, data arts... 
which can be available in quanti- Ae Saath industrial arts, and - pro: 
tative terms, or in ‘qualitative * vide the background for his- 
terms which are easily compre- tory. The Rajarajeswara temple—of 
-  hensible. ? 3 ~ eourse, there were — inscriptions 

As far as the field of Indian eco- also—bit the Brahadeesvara tem- 
nomie history during the British ple built by Rajaraja gives you 


period is concerned, my. impres- Many other details...... é 


sion is that we have not begun to —- ; 
utilise even a fraction of the data Romila Tha par: 
I think for those of us, again, 


that lie in the hurts ey gers dali 

Chal "documents: And, "of Pegpee, yOrking in the Meld of anclent tn 
not even a fraction of the data dian history, this is a very major 
that lie buried in the archives, question because it was earlier on 
Our main problem is not the lack afzued that the sources are very 
of data, but the lack of enough limited. Most of early Indian his: 
people with the right analytisal tory was written on literary source 


Y { material, and» once you'd been 
rN ped cg one: ala suse through’ the texts and got what- 


ed data aoe Jae. yon re 
fo | were, milke e text an a 
Bipan ‘Chandra: 

Well, one limitation 


Was sufficient. Phen came archae- 
is that Ology. which provided an addition- 
whatever advances are made in #! 
source creation by the present-day 


ody of information. 

What is curicus is the amount 
economists, political scientists, Of time it has taken for historians 
they do-become our data after ©f aucient India to try and inte- 
several years......in our country, 1 Stéte archaeological data into the 
think there is immense scope for @xiS8ting literary data, and, in fact, 
new historical sources and ‘data, there are very few historians who 
because otice we're asking a diffe. 40 that. Most historians of ancient 
rent-typé of question, there is no India will either use -literary sour- 
Coubt that immense data are there C€S Or use archaeological sources, 
which are going to be found... dt OY Will use them both together but 
is the asking of the new qrestions, Scparately, in the sense that they 
making the new linkages which is Will discuss both types of sources 
he boesred \fielded the sauseetion in the difficult thing. a ee es agi ee 
her earlier response hag no weca- Once on h ions ‘ 
sion to respond specifically here.» ane Want te sek tvers Wee geet fo aa two, to get a consis- 
A K B hi: Ke the past does, yield sources, espe- pena Sie i 

~N. DAGCHI: cially if one can use all ‘the meth- Now, one of the reasons for this, 

Of a new approach to history, odology of the social sciences for Of course, is that you can only ua- 
hut, of course, as I have said, not «sking questions from the hew derstand archaeolegical data from 
only Kosambi or Irfan Habib would material, At least, I know so raany @ historical point of view if vou. 
be our ancestors in that sense (al- cases where people started on ‘re. concerned with problems of 
though Irfan Habib is a contem- topics saying, “we will notfind any socio-economic. history, because 

taty). I would like to think of material,’ and then found that then you use the archeaological 
Dadabhai Naordji or R. C. Dutt there is too much material! data as evidence of material cul- 
and, of course, Karl. Marx or. in iter and you eae it z the ag 
the field of hi { ves loms you are posing, of your lite- 
SH bate iriviat n general, [rifgn, Habib: rary sources, and it becomes pos- 


arxists. But—historians working 
within the social sciences who re- 
gard themselves as social science 
riented historians (if one can 
use a clumsy phrase) will often 
use the work of D. D, Kosambi as 
a ae point for their own 
work. So to that extent, one doesn't 
see a major conflict between such 
groups of historians,../,.. 

« SO one can then speak in the 

* Indian context of a “new 
history" that is evolving now? 
A: I think so, yes. 


Venkatesh Athreya: 
7. Is it possible to speak of a 
“new history,” or histories, in the 


light of such work as has been 
done? : 


Range of Responses 
Dealing with a mew approach to 
history, A. K. Bagchi jmentions 
historians like Kosambi and Ir- 
fran Habib as “our ancestors.,...al- 
though “Irfan Habib is a contem- 
porary,”; Bipan Chandra identifies 
the perception jaf the widest (possi- 
ble linkages in social development 
and interaction with other sciences 
‘and social sciences*as two of the 
min traits ‘of the “new history”; 
Irfan Habib, even ‘while noting 
that the mse of the new: kinds of 
tools, (particularly statistical tools 
and econometric analysis) employ- 
ed in Euronean historiography has 
hardly” begun ito make its impact 


judging the tower, judging’ the 


eription could justly be applied to 
Indian historians’ whose  syorls 
“have gone far deeper into the 
questionSyof social change \than the 
work before”; while Romila (Tha- 


Q: Yes, I was thinking mainly — This question would have to be Sible to integrate the two, Now, uf 

Se Ni a i gee ME cg Sra ge TE aN 
‘our nt is well taken, ~ periods, an erhaps again for e ues 3 
= Be different coun ea tbe answers bas changed; it’s no longer just a 


would be quite different, For »x- reconstruction of a picture of th 
ample, for the seventeenth ecen- past, but it's much more an af- 
tury, the period with which I have tempt to try and understand the 
been so largely. concerned, the Past in its different facets. Lou 
number of manuscripts, private have a whole range of new ques- 
and public papers, documents and tions, : 
s9 on is exceptionally large, For example, one of the aspects 
whereas our colieagues in ancient of what is called “new archaeo- 
Indian history often complain that logy,” which has come up in other 
the only dated material os Snes ‘parts of the world, which is begin- 
consists of inscriptions and though ning ty Have its impact im India ¢s 
literary evidence’ often contains well, is the question of population 
. important evidence, the literary pressure, the demographic facior. 
material themselves cannot be Here, again, one ean use a certain 
properly dated and so the signifi. amount of litera data if it gives 
eance of much of their evidence you the kind 4 
is lost or becomes suspect, 


Bipan ‘Chandra: 

I would add two other aspects of 
the new ‘history. That is, trying to 
make the widest possible linkages 
in social .development—bring in 


view as possible. And another fea: 
ture would be an effort to utilise 
other sciences and social sciences 
for asking questions and for ans- 
« werinig them. 


Irfan Habib: — 
Well, “new history," as a phrase 
has been recently applied particu- 


that you re- 
larly to econometric history, in of data that you re 


But quire to make this kind of analy- 





to study the agrarian revolts in. 


various forins Of seulpture, paint: - 


“order:to define and identify words 


. Adichanallur 


sis, aud inthe caseof.ancient In- is forthcoming. Insufficient inter- in the contemporary sense of the 
dian history there is really yery action between the different disci. word? 

little data which one can use for plines is asetback to thedevelop. AY. Yes,.in the contemporary 
demographic history. ; ment of the subject, * sense of the word. Gather 
ae arenacoleey bien sai : ; peckogh on ce to hr material 
and, can be used—at least at an Of _ correctly, test it and then analyse 
impressionistic . level—to assess Romila Thapar tec? ee ss 
change in the size of settlements  \}]_ these disciplines are being Q: I'm raising this because at 
or whether there was an Increis€ ysed in a very tentative way at ~*°* least among some of the con- 
of population for particular areas tha moment, because the real in- tinental European historians there 
and decreases in another area and ter-disciplinary connections haven't is an old school which would deny 
so on and so-forth. So that it does peen properly made, Linguistics, [ that history is a ‘soetal science... 
permit one to bring in a whole think, can make a very Major cou: A: Yes, there are some people 


new set of questions which then tripution, to the ‘study par- *** who...I wouldn’t agree with 
ties up with the-fundamental ques- ticularly of . the very ¢arly them...Otherwise history doesn’t 
tion cf the role of the demographic period. We haye, for deserve a place in the university! 


factor in socio-economic change. example, so far progressed ‘to the If it is scientific you get at the 


Or. eyen more obviously, _'come- point where we've questioned the deta, verify. them, analyse them 
ld like rerpncloey for ‘which Eo ohee statements that Vedic Sans- and then come to conclusions. 
crucial. I'e the demonstration ag Kit Was a totally pure Indo-Aryan Fae 
it were, of technological change,’ °S#a8* Remila Thapa r 
I must confess that I-would be 
worried about such _ striving fo: 


Venkatesh Athreya: ward a unique method, partly be 


9, To what extent have recent de- cause I think methods themselves 
velopments in archaeology, anthro- undergo modifications, if not 
pology (and, perhaps, linguistics) change. A. method is. dependent 
helped in enriching both the on the nature of knowledge at a 
source -material and the concerns given point and a method is de. 
of historical ‘analysis? Y Vedie Sanskrit very. often have a Pendent on the way in which 

, . HORA eH root. Now, this is an enawipnse % _teearaleds rélated, 

Tey noane extremely important voint, bee analysed an ; : 

Range of Responses cause if, in fact, this can be esta: Well, apart from specific me. 

All the ‘participants concur that blished, it would mean that the Wt! thods and techniques, is 
such developments have. been nature of society of that ‘ime. thore any general methodology 
helpful, Irjan Habib nating ‘that would be one in which the pasto- for historical research ' which is 
almost 4ill the sciences can. be Tal groups were speakers of Indo- in some sense, different from the 
enlisted in ¢he study vf history, Aryan and the agriculturists were other. social: sciences? : 
particularly in India where there Speakers. of non-Indo-Aryan, /anc— . Pe Sy. ii 
is a notable lack of source mate-.80 the relationship of the — two « This, of course, 1s almost like 
rial, A. K. Bagchi. argues that new groups takes on a whole range f ~~ * asking the question: “What 
approaches to anthropology could new dimensions,,,.;, "is the future of history: You're 
allow certain ‘areas jof India that __ bringing in so much of the other 
remain partigly tribal to be used The impact of anthropology is social sciences, would history sur- 
as laboratories for the study. of Vety: very recent, in spite of the vive as a discipline (laughter) 
historical change in other parts of fact that you've had 


ta nt gaye aiemets ‘on | think at the amen, ge 
th Pitan a ‘oming the assis- the part of certain anthropologisis is a method.,.it is (to use- ; 
A Po ceoar bea ashi Fini a to use Indology.,....this has been pular jargon) a diachronic ap- 
illustrating his point with ; the 201€ on for a long time, But tue proach rather than a synchronic 
evidence hinted at by ‘oceano- ©ONScious use of an interdisciplii: approach...the element of time 
graphy on the formerly ‘hypothe. #ty method by, let's say, historians and chronology and viewing a 
tical Lemurian ‘continent %o the working on ancient India. is quite particular situation from an_ ear- 
south of India, K. K. Pillai also Tecent. Here,of -course, it's impor. lier period to a later per 
identifies a need for. qreater ico- tant in terms of the use of social yery, very important. to historical 
ordination ‘between disciplines, a*tnropology in the analysis of research and, I would say, this to 
Bipan Chandra notes thése recent society, particularly questions of a yery large extent is the major 
trends ensure that souree material Caste formation, the possibilities factor which makes for differentt- 
of such a thing as caste mobility ating history from the other social 
in the early period. Even more  gejences...... - 
ea ne bene ge uf iy Sees 
ogy an e. analysis of the inter: ; tac € 
relationships between religion: Venkatesh Athreya : 
and society, anthropology can play 44, “Interdiseiplinary approach” is 
a very major role. And now, Of 4 much-talked about activity these 


course, theré are other branches - ; What is the scope for such 
of authropology which are also he- re 4 * istorieal research in 


. . It is now very clear that Vedic 
Sanskrit. does have a component 
of non-Aryan....., It is also clear 
that there are certain categories 
of terms that are used. which re- 
late to particular kinds of occupa: 
ti¢ns—like, it has been — argued, 
terms relating to agriculture. in 


will not be a limiting ‘factor for 
historians for wears ‘to ‘come. Ro- 
mila -Thapar, while recognising 
that fields such ws linguistics and 
social anthropology ‘can make a, 
real contribution to the study of 
the very early period, arques that 
the use of these disciplines is still 
tentative, because “‘the ‘real inter- 


ipli connecti haven't gimning to impinge on — historical ia? 
amber gk Srnec hte MOO" phovests, like political anthrogo- seirics 
aoe ‘ logy, where there's this whole dis- . f R ponses 
A K B hi: cussion. of State formation; or Range (0) esp 
- KR. pagent: economic anthropology, © wh2re While the potential .contribu- 


there is a range of new discussion +; interdisciplinary Te- 

on early pre-capitalist economics. eer akt unerii appreciated, 
‘for’ example, in applying anthro- (}. You've given some excellent yoth BIPAN CHANDRA and RO- 
pology in a historical sense) was. * Fie tier TE think, of what is. yjiA  THAPAR attack the pe 
of a pathbreaking kind in solving Sate new and useful, that is the pular misconception» that inter. 
What could be done, Many of ihe, “'K between the sources and Gisciplinary means hotchpotching 


I have not much to add, excent 
that, as you know, Kosambi's work 


i ‘peasaatis- Methods,...,. iscipli into. one and 
let us say, imperfectly ‘peasaatis- Me several disciplines into. 
ed areas et pone like Si eked V k t h Ath argue strongly that “only iat 
but many of the - societies. where oq icy . scholar. can he 3 * 
the tribal organisations have still enkates reya - linary who is firmly rooted 


19, Isthereaunique methodology in ‘his own discipline,” A.K. BAG- 
for historical research or is CHI, confessing himself to have 
Simply a question of applying a become “rather . allergic to the 
fenerab method of social analysis people who talk continually about 
to a pases field of inquiry? the need for ‘interdisctplinary 
To what extent is history a social ;esearch,” points out that the 
Stlence in the contemporary best work of this type has ojten 
Sense? been done dy people who 


never. used — that. phrase. — 
Range of Responses citing D. D. Kosambi and Joseph 
While Ae KK, Bagchi wand K. iK. 


Needham by way of distinguished 
- bpd ‘evample. K. K, PILLAI sees con= 
at the aggregate trend of history, Pillai rejeet the existence of any - siderable * scope, in  thearu, for 
there are also. -certain setbacks, Wmique historical grethod, Bagchi interdisciplinary research, but 
m=urviyals, retrogressions....., residu- arguing that history is essentially « siotes that problems ‘arise when 
es of social forms..... an enquiry that has to takqinto this is sought to be put into prac- 
cecount whatever relevant disci- tice, A, point re-emphasised. bi 
Bipan Chandra: pline comes into mind”, the other IRFAN HABIB who finds that in 
Ip Bath ¥ three. participants ‘identify fed the present organisational set-wp 
Kosambi, in his yery first chapter, tures ranging from specific to of the universities, the scope for 
points out how a visit to a Neigh: highly. specific to the discipline. such research is very limited in 
ouring temple or a village-youre For Romila, Thopar, the difference practice; and illustrates how, even 
an agricultural  economist—if a from ‘other: social sciences lies in between history. and archaeology, 
student was actually to go and do history's need’ to. view “a particu- “harriers are continuously being 
Geld work ina yillage asking uew lar situation Vrom. an ‘earlier pe-> paised2* 
questions, he will immediately. te 
atle to “generate” data even about 


ria i 23 ‘a rates period”, while for - 7 
: Irfan Habib the specific characte- * 
the past,....,... And T think sources: ¢ésties of history. are shpied A. K. Bagchi: : 
4 welimildnsompiti, tne Fact hat the ‘hiswiriat —Y-think the hest. workeof tnter- 
: has-to “take account of the parti. disciplinary . research... has-been 
few generations later, the peo: cyxlar difficulties of his -evidenee done by people who did not ever 
ple may be having this problem... and tse of the comparative me- use that phrase! By people like 
; Also, I Suppose, the recent de- thod far more.” .Bipan ‘Chandra Kosambi, who was a mathemati. 
* velopment in archaeology, lin. Grazvs @ very clear distinction bet cian by proiession, then became 
guistics, anthropology and so on, Ween history and the other social a historian,.! am told he was 


not been-entirely broken up) can 
be taken as laboratories for the 
study of changes which had been 
evcurriig through history in other 
parts oi India where the tribes 
had vanished much earlier. It is in 
that sense that that kind of work 
has helped us in understanding 
how much of history is a story of 
survival, a story. of overlaps, a 
story of spiralling changes. While 
there may be progress, if you: look 


aches : 
tuctor for yéars to come Mayve, 


= 


they must have helped..,... sciences. arguing that history is also an archaeologist. I can cite 
< Precisely, I would say linguis. the discipline which seeks to theta: the name of Joseph Needham, 
*s fics, archaeology; I was men- grate all  aspecis of ‘social deve- from’ another country and ano 


lopment and make the widest pos. ther area of. historical research, 
sible linkages and which, though who started as a natural scientist 
inspired by ‘theory, cannot escape arid ended up as the greatest his. 
being specific iand empirical. orian~ of technology and 


‘ science we have seen in 
A. K. Bagchi: 


cur time, and has illumined the 

story of a whole _ civilisation... 

I have partly covered the ans: There is scope for such work 
wer to this question ‘earlier. I put [ am rather allergic to. tho 
would say that there is no parti- geopie who talk continually about 


tioning social Shu pelogy: advan- 
ces in economics. But also, in 
science, like carbon dating; to- 
morrow, developments in botany, 
may, for example, enable use to 
get hold of certain materials. 


Irfan Habib: 


Actually almost all the sciences 


should be called wp for helo py cular general method of history, the need for “interdisciplinary” 
the historian, lean whe) This is.an enquiry that has fo feskarch... 
the history of a country like India take inte account whatever fele- 


the : ta ar t . What is actually being done 
is concerned—where for a very vant discipline comes into mind. * about it at any institutional 
large portion even narrative his- When it comes to economic data or other level? 

tory doesn't exist, Until the ele- with which I. deal, I apply the A I know that at our Centre, 
yenth céntury, you have almost no tools of analysis that would apply 4 


; : ahr al economists and his: 
tradition. of narrative history in to the analysis. of contemporary Waad 4's in wrt 
economic. problems. There would forians have collaborated in 


ing t ian history of Ben 

be no difference except for the ae rae canrincted with that, the 
difference in recognising, let us politieal history at the. grassroots 
say, the more lmited role, per: jeyel during the last half of the 
haps, of some of ‘the market. vari- nineteenth century and the first 
ables in earlier times, half of the twentieth pan 

; 2 . a y t of my de 
When it comés to the history. of ree phan seep friends erate J 
technology which sometimes im. consult: when I do not .know ex 
pr technaloginte Tore’ *2 the work cotiy it fm making a false state- 
i on earlier —pée- me 
riods, I would consult: technolo. Ment in a particular area, and 


i i : who are always good at giving 
fon fies shines Gas nina counter-examples to the. kinds of 
has to try to arrive as closely at Seneralisations that economists 


! 
the proximate causes of change ®%@ prone to! 


as possible,..If your focus is -on Bipan Chandra: 


ohare gly if peer want we 

explain’ change ‘and no simply 5 2 

write a narrative account, in that | As. I’ve explained, 1 think ae 

case there are many things that basic to. the historical approach... 

you have to ask and ‘there are is oe Meet gener See ae 
any. discipli hi @ are wides n § 

ie eke cid fora g of dati Pics effort "fo incorporate the results 


ee the Sr act ik of ce oie 
i Gj f z iscipiines? Bu en e word, 
Bipan: Chandra: ‘onterdisciplinary”, is in my view 

I think there is something dis.‘ Very, much abused because many 
tinetive from other - social i ag people think ‘that _ interdiscipli- 
ces. "Firstly, history is the one Dary means combining aeveral 
social science that tries to inte- disciplines into one — whieh is 
grate all aspects of social develop. not the case at all! < believe that 
ment, Secondly, the historian by only that scholar ‘can be inter- 
his very craft is compelled to he disciplinary who is firmly rootea 
specific and, hewever theoretically in his own discipline and who is 
inclined he may be, to be empiri. learning from other disciplines 
eal also at the same time. There- and utilising their insights in his 
fore, unlike the economist or poli- own discipline...not a person who 
tical svientist whose theory can is one-third economist, one-third 
be in one realm and practice in  seciologist, one-third historian. 1 
another, in our case-it cannot be think this question is very impor- 


I-dja, or, if there was a: tradition, 
the actual. historical works have 
not survived, except for “Rajatar- 
angini’ or some other works, So 
for that period in particular, even 
for fornral political. history of the 
old kind, all these sciences. would 
be useful’ And for the study of 
soeial formation , and for culture 
ane technology, these are very im- 
portant, For example, the study of 
plaee names is a very interesting 
branch. Then, although not. strict: 
ly linguistics, the. use of diction- 
ary evidence—the dictionary in 


—oiten defined technological deyi- 
ces. By studying how the particu- 
lar words were defined in. diction. 
rics of different time , you can 
reconstruct the small developmeats 
in the simple technological devyi.- 
es of the pre-capitalist societies. 


K. K. ‘Pillai: 


They are of help, Prehistoric 
archaeology has its own part to 
viay, For ‘instance, there is a view 
that once there’ was a vast contin- 
ent to the south of India—the Le- 
Mmutian continent, as they called 
it, Once upon 2 time I poohpooned 
it. I thought it. might be fantastic. 
I thought it was an attempt. to 
eonnect what was found in “Irai- 
yanar ray eal eo USar icsisags the 
first Tamil Sangam, according to 
that, was so many years old and 
that. kind of thing...... Lord siva 


presided and so many people... .. Sait aa A ; an iversi- 

ts Phan RoNocted se y, I think this is the tant because in many univer 
vrggthat and this they connected.  Gistinctive aspect of the histo- ties which are beginning to go 
: a voc, Yian’s eraft—that he makes very with the tide of “interdiscipli- 


Oceanography has come to our rés- 
eué, The Indian Ocean and the 
oceans which they have tried to 
discover, they have found that 
there are hillocks near the regions 
-of .East India,-South India ind 


wide linkages and he operates nary” studies, they are trying to 

constantly with empirical data, create what used to be the old 

where his ideas and theories are B. A. Pass Course — one paper 

constantly being tested and, third- in history, one in economics, one 

Nate nes Gonsutis opecthe ig not terdleelpinasy tas 
* + +, Space, he's constantly. specific in , > “e 

Lag eh gle Pega Fay his analysis and “generalisation. 1 ‘ 2 

been connected, not. to speak of rt day SE a this itself is a uni- [fan Habib: 

the islands in SouthEast Asia, I sewer To be frank, the scope for 

interdisciplinary research in prac- 


mean it is net a mere piece of ' +" 
guéss.,....i6 is not improbable: that Irfan Habib: tice is very limited just now, be- 


the earlier inhabitants—call_ them 


Dravi y Part of this question has been cause the way the universities 
sa igs ils ee aneterer sak an answered earlier. | think it is true function, partly the way seme 
found in these regions, in Java, that if. you take any social sci- other organisations concerned 


ence, it has its own characteris. function, the tendency is for the 
tics, and one has to take account departments of history, the depart: 
of those. charactéristics..,... And ments of economics. and other 
whereas the general methodology departments to organise their re- 
for the different social sciences search programmes separately. 
would broadly be the same, or And even between  archaeolog: 
similar, ‘the historian’s task isa and history, barriers are conti- 
little different from. that of, say, nuously being raised.-To cite an 
the economist or the political example, whereas much work 
scientist in that he has to take has been done on proto-history 
account of the particular difficul. and the Archaeological Survey 
ties of his evidence. and make use has rightly spent much effort and 
‘of the comparative method far -money on unearthing traces of 
more than would be done by his. early cultures. in India, a similar 
colleagues in. other branches. kind of effort is not made on even 
; exploring standing buildings and 
K IK. Pilfai: structures—which would be verv 
alr ae hers ; important for the study of social 
There is no unique method....... life in later periods. ; 
. So you can take it that his- For example, we noticed that 
* tory is a social science then very few bridges, ~ public inns, 


in Sumatra, in South India and so 
forth..:...You certainly must have 
neticed this sort of tking—the 
discoveries, There. 
the. relics 


» 50° you do feel that archeao- 
‘%* logy, anthropology, linguls- 
ties and so on have really been 
helpful—and. as»you say, ocezno- 
graphy,..... 


A. Yes, all are helpful, But there 
+*e must be real co-ordination. 
Co-ordination, I tell you, is conspi- 
cuous by itsabsence. You approach 
the geologist, J] don't know the 
reason, either he is busy or he 
doesn't want to help you, no help 


-@mbankments and 


period is” 
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public offices of the Mughal periud 
have been scientifically examined 
and described in the Archaeo- 
logical: Survey. And when re- 
cently, in Western U.P. and 
Haryana, some-of my colleagues 
undertook a field exploration, they 


discovered a large number. of 
structures which are not even 
protected monuments, let alone 


being described and surveyed in 
the Archaeological Suryey’s _ re: 
ports. This applies even to bridges, 
fairly large 
structures of serais and katcheries, 
that is to say, inns and. public 
offices of the Mughal period, There 
has. hardly been any work done 
on trying to use aerial— photo- 
graphy for discovering different 
methods of cultivation in areas 
, Which have been abandoned, as 
-has been done, for example, in 
Britain. Admittedly, this is a tar 
‘more difficult task than. looking 
after medieval buildings, but both 
‘these tasks would need to-be done 
at some time in the future so that 
archaeology plays its due part in 
reconstructing our social history 


K, K. Pillai: 

-. There is great ‘scope, but it 
exists in theory, In actual practice 
a new outlook has to be introduc. 
ed, so to speak...... the - organisers, 
1 mean the heads of universities 
* organise meetings between the 
neads of such departments which 
need such  coordination...,.. You 
see, I get much help from the 
geographer; the geographer may 
not get any help from the - histo. 


; Yes, at least as an ecorfomist, 
"* I can say that economics 
heeds history and {’m sure history 
could use economics...... 


A + Quite right, 


: Would you say, for example 
: that in the curriculum. itself, 
we could introduce, insist on the 
economic student picking up quite 
a_bit of history and vice versa? 

: That is going back to. history! 
That is, when we studied, 
told you we studied History, Eco: 
nomies and Politics in the highest 
course and we are never sorry 
for that. Of course, much’ of the 
jugglery that is sometimes there 
might not be understood by other 


people, but really basic factors in 
“all these subjects must be under: 


stood, 


Romila Thapar: 

Well, I think the first. thing Js 
that it does enrich the analysis 
of an historical problem. It brings 
to bear on the problem not only 
a large range of sources but it, 1n 
turn, sets off a new lot. of ques< 
tions...Also, if one is trying to 
understand a problem — 1 woul 
like to stress this. very much — 
the point about the intellectual 
component is very important, — 

I’m not using this in any kind 
of snobbish fashion, but through 
a very genuine concern that 
if one ls interested in under, 
standing a_ problem, whether it is 
a historical problem relating _ to 
the past, whether it is a contem-: 
porai problem relating to pre- 
Sentdlay society, the very business 
of understanding. really requires 
one to be analytical, to be ratio- 
nal, to be logical, to relate what 
needs te be related and so on... 
the historian is not the. omnisci- 
ent god who says “this is true 
fact-and this is false fact} the 
historian is not the judge who 
sits and says “this is right his: 
tory and this is wrong history”; 
the historian is trying to under. 
stand, and what he is trying ta 
present, then, is an understand: 
ing inagpuch as he can gather, 
taking into consideration all — the 
different dimensions of a particu: 
lar problem relating to the past... 

i It’s beginning to. happen, 
Sig kind or interdisciplinary 
research? 

A: It’s certainly beginning to 
happen.,.there is a certain 
amount of support from various 
institutions, But, you see, esseri- 
tially I think that. one of the 
popular misconceptions about in: 
terdisciplinary research is that 
“if you put opener. a course of 
study which 
‘history, two. in sociology, two in: 
economics and one in anthropo- 
logy, this is regarded as “inter. 
disciplinary”. But the essence of 
interdisciplinary research is that 
the person who's using this me: 
thod has to be very well-ground: 
ed in one discipiiné—really .well- 
Srounded—and can then use the 
methods of other disciplines with 
a certain amount of. caution, be- 
cause ‘caution is necessary — 
otherwise you might get a lot of 
spurious work being thrown u 
as so-called {nterdisciplinary wor 
.,the very important thing is that 
you have to. be based in one 
discipline, and then you can reach 
cout to others, dependant upon the 
kinds of source material you're 
dealing with and the kinds — of 
questions you’re asking, : 


VI. Problem of 
Generalisation and 
Regional History 


Venkatesh Athreya: 

12. Itis wellknown that there is 
@ great deal of variation among 
the | different regions — of India. 
Given this reality, what are the 
problems encountered in making 
generalisations about the patterns 
of ‘histo: development our 
subcontinent? To what extent, and 
in relation to what specific areas 
of research, is it possible to ge- 
neralise for India as a whole? - 


Range of Responses 


The consensus . view is that 
there is considerable scope for 
making eneralisations at the 
all-India level, notwithstanding 


the importance of regional varia- 
tions. While emphasising . that 
any generalisation must bear in 
mind the size of the country and 
differences, for example, in_ pat- 
terns, of — agriculture, IRFAN 
HABIB argues that the various 
regions of India have often been 
“culturally. interconnected to a 
greater degree than a study of 
political history would suggest.” 
A, K. BAGCHI points out that cer- 
tain regiongl variations have 
themselves been shaped by all- 
India constraints, citing by way 
of example the different land seét- 
tlements introduced by the Bri- 
tish,. while BIPAN CHANDRA 
sees Indian society in the modern 
period as developing in an it- 
creasingly integrated  _—_ fashion, 
thereby widening the possibili- 
ties for generalisation, Noting 
that the emergence of regiornul 
history isa very healthy correc: 
tive to the “Ganges Valley bias” 
‘of earlier generations of Indian 
historians, ROMILA THAPAR 
nevertheless identifies . certain 
weaknesses in approach and 
argues for a “much more ques- 
tioning, analytical study” of Te- 
gional history. 


A. K. Bagchi : 

You see, the regional variations 
are themselves shaped by certain 
all-India constraints. The fact 
that the British stuck to the Per- 
manent Settlement in Bengal 
while experimenting with _ the 
ryotwariand its variations in Bom- 
bay and Madras. presidencies is 
not an accidental phenomenon. 


It is the Bengal revenues which 
were the mainstay of the British 


aS two papers . jn. 
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Efe and the main source of re. 
mittances to Britain. Whereas in 
the case of Bombay and Madras 
there was a deficit throughout, 
for most of the period and the 
British were trying to inerease 
the revenues as much as possible 


SRE so these regional - variations. 


are also connected with the im- 
peratives of imperialist policy,,.... 


I have already pointed out to 
Some things that would apply to 
all of India, lef us say, during the 
British period. It would apply to 
all parts of India that the 
British would rely for land re- 
venue collection on.a coalition of 
landlords, moneylenders and ‘trad- 
ers, It would apply to all parts of 
India that peasants in 

_ would pe left very little more 
than subsistence.,.... And it is this 
kind of generalisation which would 
very often -be anathema to both 


the so-called nationalist historian . 


ang the neoimperialist historian, 


Bipan Chandra : 

. 1 will speak only for the modern 
period. I believe that most of the 
medium-level. and wider generali- 
sations can be made about Indian 


history as a whole, becausé from 


the nineteenth century we ~ are 
getting Indian society developing 
more and-more. in an. integral 
fashion, Economically, India has 
been becoming a single market 
and a. single economy; politically, 


we have witnessed the process of 


a nation in the making, where 
India has been .more and more 
politically integrated, gore be- 
cause of the anti-colonial struggle; 
and, thirdly, we have seen the 
emergence. of all-India social clas- 
ses, which cannot be seen in local 
or provincial terms....., I'm also 
a strong champion of local and 
regional - history;..... because we 


must be able to test the wider 


generalisations at the-local level 
and, with that, deepen our wider 
understanding. It is not a coun- 
ter-relationship, it is not that re- 
gional development is to be coun- 
terposed to the all-India develop- 
ment, Rather, the two are to be 
seen. together.,.,.... coe 

. The inereasing economic and 

*social integration of different 
parts of India—is this really a 
reality in itself? 

I'm ‘saying this because a 

. 
ieee trend has. devyeloped-— 
and unfortunately because of the 
colonial: situation. in our -ideologi- 
cal’ realm, it has some influence 
also—where Indian history is be- 
ing disintegrated, and regional 


aspects emphasised, This ae ore 
a 


being done by the regional chai 
vinists Who are trying to use his- 
tory; but this is also being done 


id. by an entire schoo! of historians 
: wn 


o say that there was no: such 
thing as an all-Indig national 
movement, but there were only 
movements of the region and 
local level...... But let’s. look at real 
life—not only at the Indian Na- 
tional Congress or the Indian na: 
tional moyement—but look at any 
of the other developments of our 
society. The trade union. moye- 
ment has always been all-India.,. 
similarly our. peasant movement 
similarly the capitalist ‘class, 


Industry was founded; and it has 
been recognised as the leader of 
the Indian capitalist class,, over- 
riding the regional and local 
chambers of commerce......Perhaps 
the historians: should learn from 
real life as to how the close ree 
lationship is to be established...... 


Irfan Habib: - 
I would say that in making any 
generalisation, one must bear in 
mind, always the size of the coun- 
i mar sae pamgelnies 
teria ete diations for Exaile 
the “agrarian “Treiations;"° 
“ple, had. varied because it 
thods of cultivation were “Giure- 
rent. For example, as is bein 
now. recognised, rich peasan’ 
farming -would be of a different 
kind in the whant-procucina than 
in the. rice-producing areas and 


eyen forms of agrarian relations . 


would vary for that simple rea: 


“1 think the geographical 
riers which sometimes arise bet: 
ween different regions in a coun- 
try like India need also to be 
borne in mind, Let us say for.a 
particular technologica] device 
which might be introdyced in 
Western Punjab in 1200 A.D., it 
might take a long time before it 
reaches Tamil Nadu...,..Generally 
speaking, of course allowing for 


exceptions, one notices that con-- 


tacts between India—I mean the 
pre-i947 India—and other coun- 
tries were more restricted because 
of the geographical barriers, and 
So it was perhaps easier for a 
practice to spread from Punjab to 
flengat than for it to spread, let 
us say, from Punjab to Iran, al- 
though the distance might be the 
same, Vs - 
So one should always bear in 
mind that India, while it might 
not be politically united, has al- 
ways been a geographical expres- 
sion and this means that its ya- 
rious. regions were oiten. cultu- 
rally: interconnected to a greater 
degree than a study of political 
history would suggest...... ae | 
+ So there is some basis for 
® generalisation, but not in. 
discriminately...... : 
’ AY Yes, I think that I should 
* agree with you. 


K. K. Pillai: 


A very nice question, because 
it ig a question which bothers us, 


What was found in. Delhi—take . 


any period, 1400 or 1500 A.D.— 
was not found. in the Bahmani 
kingdom, and. was certainly not 
found in ‘Madurai...... it was not at 
a found in Kalakkad -or ‘Tirunel- 
veli,..y.. 


Romila Thapar: 


I think one of the poohlerps, : 


of course, has been that the i+ 
terest in regional] history is a re- 
latively new interest, Indian his- 
tory has suffered yery strongly— 
in the nineteenth century and the 
earl twentieth © century—from 
what one might. calla kind of 
Ganges. Valley bias, One doesn’t 


~know whether this was because 


the British Indian capitals were 
located in Calcutta or Delhi, and 
therefore Indian nistory was al 
Ways. seen from that perspective, 

But the study of regional his- 
tory is something which really 


dates to a few works of the pre _ 


Independence period such as the 
work on South India and Bengal, 
but essentially to the’ post-Inde- 
pendence period, when the con- 
Sciousness of the State and. the 
‘region tended to coalesce and 
therefore there was an’ interest 
in regional © history. 

' Now, one of the bbb rapes has 
been that regional history has, by 
and large, so far been a collec 
tion of information—and this is 
very, necessary initially, because 
there aren’t books and. publica. 
tions of a kind on which student 
courses can’ be based, and yet: 
every university in the various 
regions has to teach some regional 
history, So the very collection of 
information is something which 
is a primary requisite, 
.But equally important jis the 
fact that regional history is tend- 
ing to he seen from the same per- 


spective as the all-India history—, 


in other words, the same: period! 
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‘sation 1s being applied, One has 
referénces to the ‘ancient’ his 
tory of X, and the ‘modern’ his- 
tory of X, where the distinctions 
are still “ancient history” ends 
In 1206 and “medieval history” 
ends in 1707, without really going 
into ‘the question of what is meant 
by the ethos of the ancient period 
or the medieval riod or the 
- modern period (as It may be) and 
whether this really does apply at 
the level of the region. 


The kind of situation where 
you talk about North-eastern In. 
dia, for example, and talk about 
ancient, medieval and modern — 
it makes very little sense. I 
think therefore what is necessary 
4s, again, a much more question- 
ing, analytical study of 
history, In terms of trying to find 
out what are the patterns of his. 
torical change which emerged in 
these different el pai 

Now, it js perfectly possible 
that the patterns may differ. in 
time, You may have a. situation, 
let's say, where, ina. particular 
ut Seven the agrarian -economy is 
not very highly developed, be: 
cause essentially it is an area 
with trade routes passing through 


it. At some point, however, chan- 
es do occur, The moment of 
ime may not he the same, but 


{f the pattern is broadly similar 
and the changes that occur take 
en a shape and a form which Js 
recognisable, then one can talk at 
least about these patterns ‘being 
common to the different regions, 
and then see what generalisations 
ean be derived about ‘the wider 
basis of soclety from particular, 
individual patterns, 


Venkatesh Athreya: 

13, Would you ke to assess the 
eontribufion made to a deeper 
understanding of India’s historical 
@evelopment by the numerous re- 
tonal and Jocal histories, includ. 
ng those of a purely descriptive 
nature, that have appeared over 
the Inat. half century or so? Are 
regional histories more — susceptt- 


- ble to regionalistic or. chauvinistic 


pressures than histories written 
with a wider framework? 


Range of Responses . 

While ROMILA THAPAR, K,. K, 
PILLAL. and, BIPAN.. CHANDRA 
gee regional and local history as 
particularly susceptible to. chau- 
vinistie ipressures, -A, K. BAGCHI 
argues. that ‘such bias can creep 
into. any. history, “whether regio: 


nal or global’; he believes that 
regional historical studies can 
make a useful contribution: pro. 


uded they are ‘analyticql and not 
purely descriptive, IRFAN \HABIB 
gees the. question hinging on the 
ends for which regional © histury 
is being written; it may seek to 
test out at the bocal level certain 
allindia generalisations, thereby 
making a real contribution to. nis- 
torical science; but on the other 
hand, it mey start with the objec 
tive of sharing that a. region has 
“a unique history, an exceptional 
history’, which wilk “certainly 
lent to a wrong conception of the 
fas uo .of.. ‘that region.” And 
noti¢ that such’ research in India 
has tery often fallen prey to 
chauvinistic forces, BIPAN CHAN. 
DRA wonders if “culturally and 
politically we. are wet ready for 
regional history ' 


A. K. Bagchi : 


They can make a very good 
contrinytion:: I would, cites’. for 
example, Amalendu’ Guha’s book 


on Assam which illuminates the 
economic, political and social his. 
tory of a whole region and helps 
us to despen our understanding 
of the social changes that are go- 


dng on. 


, Of course, Prof, Guha’s 1s an 
® analytical work, but deserip: 
tive regional: works and histories. 
could they be useful? 
» Well, some descriptive regio: 
* nal histories, just as some 
descriptive economic histories, are 
unreadable! You sea this is the 
problem of, not having a . proper 
analytical framework hecause 
you do not know how © the 
facts have been arranged and you 
do not know how reliable , the 
facts are...you do no¢ know what 
weight to put on some facts.,, 
and so these people who, pretend 
that they do not have...anythin 
except facts in mind are, in) fact, 
cestroying the usability of their 
work... 
, And the second part of the 
* question, about chauvinism... 
» Yes, but I couldn't = really 
» generalise, I don’t. think. that 
Prof, Guha’s work, for example, Js 
susceptible to that kind of charge 
» But I think: that  chauyinistic 
blag can come into any history, 
whether regional or global. One 
ean write, let us say, Indlan his 
tory with the Bengalis as the 
leaders in culture, or the Mara: 
thas as the leaders In nationalism, 
or the Tamils as the leaders of 
the preservation. of Indlan purity! 
That kind of chauvinism can 
pea be avolded by sticking to 
so-called aggregate history,., 


Bipan Chandra: 


For example, the study of the 
agrarian relations and a‘gricultu- 
ral production in Punjab 1s cru 
celal to the understanding of the 
crowth of capitalist agriculture in 
ndia, Whatever. might have 
been the political and cultural 
position of Bengal, in agriculture 
what the Punjab thought yester- 
day, the rest of India is think: 
ing today, and so on. Now, this 
atudy can be done in two ways. It 
is i a way specific to Punjab— 
this development in the Twentles 
and Thirties. as also to-day. It 
can be utilised.” to Oey why 
the ‘rest ‘of India was different, 
or to what extent we find similar: 
drends also in ‘Tamil Nadu, or 
df note why not, Or 9 one can 
use ‘it to produce the chauvinist 
notion that Punjabis are a diffe: 
rent type of great people,. who 
have been feeding the rest of 
the country and therefore who 
should bulld up some. sort of 
chauvinism around the fact that 
they were the first to develop 
het poe agriculture on any sig: 
nificant. scale, 


, And this kind of thing some. 

* times happens with regional 
history? 
Ae It happens very often, In 
* fact, on the one hand, many 
of us want regional history: on 
the other hand we ate slightly 
frightened whether culturally and 
politically we are yet ready for 
regional history, because re tonal 
history is belng. used for extreme 
chauvinist purposes...all over ‘the 
country, 


Irfan Habib: 

It depends on the object for 
which regional history ts belng 
written. One very important ob: 
active in attempting a regional 
ristory would be to check, from 
detailed evidence of that ee 
lar region. the generalisations 
that have been attempted for a 
wider geographical area...This is 
one way {!n which régional histo. 
ries are a very important cor: 
rective to generalisations, which 
in themselves are necessary if the 


regional’ 


-you, I, he an 


historian’s craft js to go. over 
from description-to analysts. 

Qn the other. hand, if the. ob. 
jective of the historian is to. show 
that his region had a unique his. 
tory, an exceptional history so 
lated completely and unconnect: 
ed with any other, or giving to 
others but not taking from others, 
then surely this kind of history 
would not be of much use for 
resting generalisations and will 
pray caet) lead to a‘wrong kind: of 
conception of the history of that 
region. 

Many instances can be recalled 
when much attention of the his. 
torian has been deyoted to glori- 
fying particular regional figures 
and, in the process of glorifica- 
tion, building up a completely — 
or largely. ~ fictitious history. 
Shivaji is a. particular person 
where so much of the — descrip. 
tions ‘of Maharashtra under Shi- 
vaji, even by academic _ histo. 
rians, l¢éave much to be desired, 
because there is such a great ele- 
ment of simple glorification in 
them... 

I would say. that regional chau- 
vinism is now taking a more se- 
rious turn; Previously, there was 
general glorification of an indi. 
vidual. Let us . stick to the 
example of Shivaii: Shivaji was a 
hero, Shivaji was a great figure— 
that wag all right, I mean it was 
only a glorification of a person, 
But now, in ‘order to glorify Shi. 
vaji, it 1s essentlal to show he was 
a peasant leader, or that the eco- 
ny in his kingdom was run on 
ideal lines and so on and so forth, 
and therefore to construct a pic- 
ture of a whole society......which 
ls largely fictitious...... his trend 
is ‘not confined to Maharashtra, it 
is present almost everywhere, *In 
my. own State, it is rather con- 
cealed because every historian of 
U.P, writes as if U.P, means India 
Qaughter)...... 


K. K. Pillai: 


Chauvinism can, appear - any: 
where, more particularly in. local 
history, in regional. history, But 
four other people, 
df we are doing work. about Mad- 
ras, we are bound ‘to check up 
wacn Other and ultimately truth 
will sg won't. it? ‘ 

Q: o that is not an insurmount- 

* able problem? 

A: Not at all an insurmountable 
* problem. 
Q: But given that, what is the 

*value, so far, of the avallable 
numerous local and regional histo- 
ries, ene do you think? 

A: Many of them have fallen vic- 

* tim to these weaknesses— 
chauvinism--and lack a broad out- 
look, See, they don't see it in the 
light of the evelopment of the 
whole of  India..,... ake another 
example. Suppose people were to 
write about Vaishnayism—the dif- 
ferences between “Vadagalai’ and 
“Thengalai”. Suppose the ‘Vadaga- 
lai’ person does something, do 
you mean to say the other man 
will accept it? Very learned people 
they may be..,..But then, our only 
hope is that ultimately truth will 
prevail...... 


Romila Thapar 

Well, it ts certainly true that, I 
think, regional history is more 
susceptible to these pressures be- 
cause the need for using history 
as part of political mythmaking 
js much more immediate at the 
local level. We can still carry on 
debates at the ali-India level, but 
atthe local level the people inyol- 
ved are right” there In’ 2 much 
more immediate sense. So I think 
that is certainly so. 


Vil. Quantification 
in History | 
Venka'ttesh Athreya: 


14. Mm social sciences such as ecos, 


nomics and sociology, there hag 
been in recent times a strong 
trend towards quantification and 
the use of sophisticated mathe- 
matical and statistical techniques, 
Bo you see much scope for — oF 
point in — a comparable deve~- 
lopment in history? 


| 

Range of Responses 

With the exception. of K, K. 
PILLAI, who sees little use in 
such techniques for pure histori- 
cal research, the participants 
acknowledge through varying de- 
grees that quantitative techni- 
ques are both necessary and de- 
sirable, .Giving concrete instan- 
ces of where such methods could 


help in the study of the Mughal 
and colonial neriods,. IRFAN 
HABIB emphasises their poten- 


tially positive ‘contribution and, 
while. noting the limitations of a 
mew field ‘like edonometric . his- 
tory nevertheless urges Indian 
historians .to ‘get into the busi- 
ness right now, when “the 
science .... %8 in infancy, 80 
that later on, when it becomes 
mature, we are able to test many 
of our established hypotheses,” 
A. K, BAGCHI and BIPAN CHAN- 
DRA welcome the new quantita: 
tive methods but. warn that their 
limitations must be properly 
understood; they emphasise that 
the results of ‘quantitative  ana- 
lysis. must ‘always be referred 
back to a wider analytical frame- 


work, .ROMILA THAPAR. in a 
fascinating overview of how 
quantitative methods. are being 


applied to the study of ancient 
Indian history, draws attenton ‘to 
the new field of “archaeometrics” 
and to the use of the computer 
in historical analysis, 


A. K. Bagchi: 


I would like to take this in 
two ‘parts, One part would be 
that. 1 think that yes, . quantita- 
tive methods are nicessary, 
When you have a series extend- 
ing over a century or more of 
data or you have ten 
different series Spanning say 
twenty years, to analyse, 
some statistical methods, some 
graphical methods. can he 
very useful. The danger — and 
this Is whare I come to the se- 
cond part — js that the statisti. 
cal methods are very often not 
sophisticated enough. It is a 
question of applying  sophisti- 
cated methods to true data in 
history. It Is the problem of, find: 
ing methods which area of. the 
right degree of sophistication. 

Some work. that. has heen 
done in Indla in recent times, 
for example on assessing th» 
rates of growth in agriculture. 
in industry has shown the pitfalls 
of talking about a 3 per cent of 
growth over a 10-year period, or 
a 5 per cent rate of growth over 
a 12-year period and so on, The 
work of, say, A.K.N. Reddy. and 
N. Krishnaji in this respect is a 
pointer to the pitfalls. The trou- 
ble very often with the economic 
historians who are protessedly a" 
plying quantitative methods is 
hat they. are not aware of these 
pitfalls, they are.not really aware 
of the problems with applyin 
simple economic models or wit 
applying simple statistical techni- 
ques, And it is always necessary 
to refer the results of the quantl-- 
tative methods back toa wider 
analytical framework to see whe- 
ther these results are consistent 


{ 


with other eyidence that we have 

from other areas of knowledge. I 

have myself both Rppied quanti- 

tative methods and have criticised 

te ga a al of these me- 
ods. 


Chandra: 


Bipan 

An advance. in techniques, 
especially quantification for econo- 
mic and social history, would be 
very welcome, provided one knows 
the limitations. One limitation is 
the very absence of the type oi 
Statistics which can be utilised in 
quantified history, Secondly, one 
should know that all statistics are 
already created by conscious hu- 
man minds, therefore they are not 
to be treated as neutral facts, 
Thirdly, I think it's very necessary 
to realise the severe Hmitations as 
also the advantages of quantifica- 
tion in history. 

We find that historians have 
found that, . invariably, what is 
called qualitative data have had to 
be resorted to, even in Interpret. 
ing quantitative data. In other 
words, unless we see “that quanti- 
fied data have to be analysed and 
integrated with qualitative data, 
it can be an extremely dubious 
proposition. Lastly, I would say 
that one should be properly pre- 
pared for the utilisation of these 
techniques...... People must he 
fully prepared before they can 
take recourse to it. The trouble 
in this—as in other respects— 
comes, that people are beginning 
to use this quantification as wel 
as other ‘techniques just because 
they are a la mode....,. 


Irfan Habib: 

I think that quantification is 
extremely desirable for various 
aspects of -history. For economic 
history, it needs no. argument, 
And those people who have been 
Working on the nineteenth cen. 
tury economic history would’ pro- 


bably’ appreciaterthe fact that. in 
spite of so muth data being 
available. we still lack a price 


series for Indla in the nineteenth 
century before’ 1861. And there is 
hardly a: ‘wages serias for the 
different regions, Before 1861 and 
eyen after this date, the official 
prices, and wage — statistics have 
not been corrected to the degree 
desirable by the: amount of evi- 
dence which is available. 

For the nineteenth century and 
for the earlier period, quantifica- 
tlon would also require much qua- 
litative work in that in order. to 
use quantitative data, it is very 
important we establish the defini- 
tions rigorously. And, as is well 
known, many controversies in In. 
terpreting. Indian census. statistics 
have revolved around . what the 
census enumerators. really meant 
when they were counting persons 
belonging’ to different classes or 
categories, And {if this is the case 
about census enumerations in the 
twentieth century, this becomes 
much more important forthe ear- 
Iter, periods, Indeed, for the Mu- 
ghal period, where statistics are 
available in abundancs, it is extre- 
mely important to establish what, 
Say, the land measure meant. or 
what. when the Mughal authori- 
ties said revenue or jama, what 
exactly did they mean; did they 
mean assessed revenue or collec- 
ted revenue or land revenue, net 
land revenue income of the jagir- 
dars, and so on. 

So quantification is necessary, 
but often such: quantification has 
been  bedevilled by alack of 
rigour in applying definitions and 
injeritically examining ithe -signi- 
canee Of the pariicular eategories 
whieh are belmg enumerated. 

Q): Perhaps should) make .a 

* distinctlon: here . between 
two things. One is of course the 
need for quantitative data, quan- 
tifeation in operating with cer- 
tain kinds of elementary quantita- 


tive data, and so on. The other is: 


what could, and at least some 
would argue has, become in eco- 
nomies a kind of fetish for tech- 
nique, for sophisticated mathema~ 
tical techniques per se. Is there 
some danger of that happening in 
history? 
Ae Well, I-suppose you mean 
+e now. what laymen Iike ime 
call’ econometric history. That is 
to say, collecting a lange amount 
of statistical data and then exami: 
ning If some other alternative had 
been adcpted...,., 
Q): Py ve so that contrafactual...... 
> 
A: Yes, contrafactual or having 
* projections—attempting —_pro- 
jections that might have been 
made, let us say, In 1880. Going 
back’ to 1880, hepa | the data, 
and then comparing them. with 
what actually happened, Now, as 
has. been shown by many people 
who have participated in the de- 
bate on econometric history, often 
the issues remain as unclear as 
they were before, because the 
weights given by different. practi- 
tloners vary and are much depen- 
dent on subjective assessments. 
But I still feel that, although et 
the moment econometric history 
has. limitations and there ts wide 
recognition that subjective judg- 
ments. of the*statisticlan play a 
great part in arriving at. particu- 
jar: results, yet I think that such 
techniques should be «attempted. 
Because (particularly when, as in 
India after the! 1860s, ‘statistical 
materials become. available), we 
should. attempt to use them and 
perhaps it is better to get into 
the business right now. when the 
riicular science is in _ its 
nfan¢y, so that later on, when it 
becomes mature, we are able to 
test) many of our established hypo- 
theses. ; 
Of course, I recognise that the 
initial results of econometric. his- 
“tory in America, for example, jus- 
tifyving gouge has raised some 
prejudice against it, but so it was 
with cybernetics in the beginning 
and yetit led to computer science. 
I think that econometric history 
should not be rejected just be- 
cause of the prejudices of its first 
practitioners. 


K.. K, Pillai: 

It is not easy. You see, how 
much can a student take? He can. 
not do sociology, history, econo- 
mics...and mathematics. 

« Apart from. the ‘question of 

* training students, do you see 
much scope for using ‘these me- 
thodsin historical research? So- 
phisticated methods? : 

, No. not for’ pure . historical 

* research, For economic his. 
tory it might be useful...... Did the 
Sangam age people take more 
vitamins than the people of the 
twentieth century? How can: you 
answer this? 


Romila Thapar 

May I answer this question again 
from the point of view of ancient 
Indian history, because I think the 
kinds of sources we use are yery 
different from the kinds of sour- 
ces that the modern historian 
uses, I think that {n ancient his. 
tory it is extremely difficult to 
use the method of cliometries 
directly, because of the kind of 
data we have, which js very often 
data which carries no statistics at 
all. But It is possible, theoretically 
at least, to use it with archaeolo- 
gical data; and there is now deve- 
loping some interest in what is 
sometimes called “‘archaeometrics’ 
—people counting pot sherds, for 


‘done in 


example, Sometimes it’s used very 
unintelligently, because people 
forget that what needs to be coun- 
ted is the total pot, not the sherds 
into which it breaks up in the 
course of the destruction of a 
site, But, on the other hand, it is 
possible to make some kind of ap- 
proximate. statistical analysis of 
some of the data that comes up 
in excavations. However, the great 
problem over here is obtaining 
controlied data, You can get a 
great deal of sporadic data, but 
the whole central issue of using®a 
Statistical method is that you 
should have controlled data, 


And the problem of 
controlled data from 
involves 2a vast enter- 
prise, because you have to 
excavate ‘a site, and excavate: it 
very, very carefully meticulously 
and do exactly the same thing in 
every part and chart it’ and map 
it and so on...it’s not »- even like 
the ordinary excavation, where you 
can deliberately choose areas to 
excavate and leave out other 
‘areas. This would, in fact, be a 
very major job. and consequently 
the returns from this kind of in- 
vestment, both financial and in 
terms of time and labour and trou- 
ble and so on, -would probably 


obtaining 
archaeology 


‘really not encourage too much re- 


liable statistical analysis, 


On the other hand; the use of 
quantitative methods more gene- 
rally, in research into early e- 
riods, is something whic nas 
been made more respectable now, 
through the use of the computer. 
That is, there are certain areas in 
which the assistance of the com- 
puter. can he taken, not to pro- 
vide. new methods because this is 
very much a case of the computer 
spewing out what you put in—if 
your methods are faulty, your re- 
sults ‘are. faulty—but rather to‘ac- 
celerate the > time—consuming, 
labour-consumihg process of doing 
these investigations, 


Now, the two areas where the 
computer has been used with re- 
levance to the study of ancient 
Indian history—one is an attempt 
to date the text of the Kautilya 
Arthasastra where an attempt was 
made to try and sift the different 
literary styles, and taking three 
major styles as the types, the en- 
tire text was fed into the compu- 
ter and the computer was used 
for acceleratin the process of 
sifting, separating out these three 
styles and providing evidence for 
which part of the text conformed 
to which style, which would then 
make it of the same period, And 
the result has been fairly interest- 
ing; not by any means shattering, 
We all know that the text- was 
written over a long period. was 
added to, interpolated and so on, 
was finally | rewritten—but . it’s 
nevertheless, in a sense, corrobo- 
oa evidence from another me- 

od. 


But the second area where the 
computer has also been uséd is in 
working out things like distribu- 
tion patterns and positional analy- 
sis with regard to an undeciphe- 
red aah such as the Harappa 
seript. that has been, on. three 
different occasions, subjected to a 
computer analysis, And hereagain 
there is a popular’ misconception 
that if you use the computer for 
analysing the script, the computer 
will tell you what language it was 
—which is, of course, not the case 
at all. All that the computer can 
do jis to tell you that this is the 
way in which these particular pic- 
tograms came together. ~ And it’s 
then for the researcher — to see 
whether these combinations sug- 
gest a particular’ linguistic struc- 
ture, and then try to see whether 
that. linguistic structure can be 
used.,.The computer is to be used 
essentially as an. aid to accelerat- 
ing, a» pracess avhich, would: -other- 
wisevtake many, Many years 


VIIl. Economic History 
Venkatesh Athreya ; 


15, How would you assess the detail- 
ea work. in economic history done 
in recent years by both historians 
and economists? Could this be 
characterised as the main frontline 
area in Indian historical research, 
"Fp aed in relation to modern 
ndia i i 


Range of Responses 

As an academician not: specialis- 
ing in this field, Romila Thapar 
prefers to leave this, and the next, 
question ‘to those she, considers 
more aan authorities—"I 
think J'll play safe and stick to 
ancient history.” Among the other 
participants, there is unanimity in 


recognition of the importance of» 


research im economic — history, 
K, 'K. ‘Pillai ‘places economic his 
tory on. a “higher” ‘plane than 


urely social history “not merely 
ecause ‘the data can be accurate 
but, what is more vital, it intro- 
duces us to social. organisation 
itself.” Both tA. ‘K, Bagchi and 
Bipan Chandra, ‘while recognising 
that economic history is at least 
one of the frontline areas of his. 
torical research, point to the in- 
adequate. nature of work tn the 
field—a field in which, according 
to the former, “many of ‘the most 
elementary westions remain. wn 
answered.’ he latter sees. a 
bright future both for . economic 
history and. for a second frontline 
ared of research hé identifies—the 
study of popular movements. Not- 
ing the interdonnection between 
the two, he makes the point, 
which is underscored by Irfan Ha- 


bib, that “pure” economic history: 


which §s not studied in relation to 
other features of social develop- 
ment may lead this key field of 
research in the wrong direction, 


A. K, Bagchi : 


Well, nobody really wants to 
think of himself as a laggard, 4s 
simply a camp-follower ‘way be- 


hind the ‘frontiers of research. 
That way, I think you ‘could not 
get really. an objective answer 
from me! But I would say this is 
an area where I find many of the 
most elementary questions remain 
still unanswered,..We do not have, 
for example, yet, any piece of 
work on the balance of payments 
of India between. 1870 and 1900, 
although some of the basic data 
for doing this work are available, 
We do not have even any connec: 
ted work on changes and the cau- 
ses governing the changes of the 
foreign trade of India during the 
nineteenth céntury. There are 
articles, yes. in various. volumes, 
but unfortunately most of these 
articles are rather slipshod. We do 
not have a.proper monetary. his- 
tory of India yet...there is room 
for enormous amount of work in 
the general field of British Indian 
economic. history, 


{" ; 
Bipan Chandra: 

Really, not much’ work has been 
economic history. ‘The 
number. of economic | historians 
can be counted on the fingers, tf 
not on one hand then of two 
hands. What is true is that what- 
ever work has been done has been 
excellent. For example, in medie- 
yal economic history, work done 
at Aligarh is superb. In modern 
India also, the work done by Ami- 
ya Bagchi and §S. Bhattacharya is 
very good. But there is not enough 
of it...I: would say the future is 
very bright, There are some very 
goed young people who have mov- 
ed into the fleld of economic his- 
tory in the last five or six years, 
The results will start coming in 


mot been studied adequate 


the next few years... think the 
work being done in Calcutta, in 
Aligarh, in Delhi, at JNU, in some 
of the South Indian universities, 
is going to be extremely good. 

« So you've really answered the 

* next part of the qvastion, 
that it could be characterised as 
the main frontHne area of histo- 
rical research. It’s really where 
progress is being made......... 
A: Well, I would say there 

* another area where a great 
deal of progress !s being made, 
and that is in the study of popu- 
lar movements. This was an area 


is 


which had been completely neg- 


lected until ten to fteen years 
ago, The peasant movements, the 
trade union movement in the mo- 


‘dern period, other popular move- 
“ments in the pad in the anelent 


and medieval per have 
Even 
the national movement, on which 
so much work was done immedia- 
tely after 1947, has not been really 
studied as a Breer ‘movement... 
This is a field in which excellent 


work is now being done... 


od, bela 
y. 


1, think these two are the front- 
line areas, . But I think the two 
also, in a way, they go together, 
T think if popular movements can- 
not be ‘studied without reference 
to the development of the econo- 
my and society, then, oh the other 
hand, if merely economic history 
is not completed by the history 


,of other features of social deve- 


lopment, then it is likely to be- 
come what it has to some extent 
in the West.,,an esoteric 
pline,.... ‘ 


Irfan Habib: 


In that economic history had a 
very late beginning and in that 
very few historians recognised the 
connections between economic 
and political, changes (in the pe- 
tiod before -the British conquest 
at any rate), if is right that much 
emphasis should be laid on econo- 
mic history, Previously the histo: 
rian's idea of economic oid 
was a chapter 6n economic condl- 
tions tucked away {n the mono- 
graphs on a particular emperor 
or dynasty. And some of the text- 
books on economic history that 1 
have seen are really a collection 
of such chapters, in which. there 
would be’much more on diet and 
means of transport and so on, but 
the connections, the cause 
effect In economic history, are not 
analysed, So that the main. ques- 
tion is. what kind of economic his. 
tory is being studied and. explo- 
red, rather than economic history 

self, F 


I. should Hke to stress. that I'd 
like to analyse economic. history 
in.close connection with political 
history, and certainly with social 
history in:the sense of the opera: 
tion of social institutions. preju- 
dices and so forth, and that the 
kind of “pure’ economic history 


would lead us into © perhaps 
wrong directions, But I would 
agree that economic history 


needs encouragement. Particularly 
when certain programmes are 
being considered in universities, 
it is Important ‘to pay attention to 
economic history, not of the des- 
criptive, but -of the analytical kind 
that we haye in mind. 


» There has been some pro- 

* gress in analytical economi 
history in recent years, you woul 
say? y 


A: I think so, although, as in 
fhe many things, the progress 
made is not as much as one would 
haye desired, ‘ 


K. 'K. Pillai: 


I would place it higher than 
ure social history,,.not. merely 
ecause the data can be more 


accurate, bub. what is more, vital, 
it introduces us to social organi. 
sation itself...) am, not proving dis- 
loyal to my own subject if. 1 say 
that economic history stands im- 
portant! 


Venkatesh Athreya: 

16. In the debate on the economic 
development of ‘Third | World’ 
countries there has been conside- 
rable controversy over the act 


of Western colonialism. | ‘Does 
existin or ongoing historical 
research enable us to draw signi- 


ficant and reliable ‘conclusions (or 
hypotheses) on the following is- 
sues relevant to the debate: 


(a) What was the state of’ the 
pre-colonial economy just prior to 
the onset of British colonial rule? 


(b) ‘What was the impact of 
British colonial rule on the eto- 
ments structure of the sub-conti- 
nent? 


(c) In what ways does the le- 
gacy of colonial rule continue to 
affect economic development since 
Independence? 


Range of Responses 


K, K. Pillai and Romila Thapar, 
as scholars rimarily concerned 
with the study of ancient Indian 
history, prefer not to answer the 
question,: The three. other portict- 
pants, speaking as authoritative 
researchers into pne or more com: 
ponent of this three-part question, 
responded with detailed analyses 
that will be presented as a sepa- 


rate feature in a later issue of 
THE Hinpu— since they sum wp 
a wealth of original research on 


these themes, 


IX.. Organisation of 
Historical Research 


Venkatesh Athreya: 

17, What is your opinion on the 
effectiveness of. . organisational 
and financial support for histori- 
cal research in India relative to 
the requirements? 


Range of Responses 

A number of concrete. problems 
and weaknesses are referred to by 
the participants, Apart from Bipan 
Chandra, who would like spree 
cally to see ‘greater financial sup- 
port for historical research ‘jp the 
shape’ of additional fellowship 
programmes, sabbatical leave for 
teachers, and grants to cover book 
purchases ‘and other expenses 
connected with research, the gene- 
ral wiew is that the need .is not 
so much for increased ° financial 
support. as for the better utilisa- 
tion of ‘existing resources. (K, 
Pillai feels that UGC grants may 
not always be properly wutilised, 
while Urfan Habib argues in fav. 
our of a more systematic check 


on funds allotted to university his. 


tory departments, “not to. control 
the kind of research that ds: being 
done. but...to ensure that the 
amount 4s properly spent and re 
search properly conducted.” Ro- 
mila Thapar, while drawing atten. 
tion to a number of problems. in 
relation to gs wae 3 and organis. 
ing research that ehe has encoun. 
tered ,notes that at the root . of 
these lies 
separates recent research from 
what is taught as. standard his- 
torical information . .. at univer: 
sities.” A. K, Bagchi does not find 
himself in a position to judge 
whether more extensive inatiiutio. 
nal support is necessary, Out re- 
commends that additional funds 
for higtorical research “be organi- 
cally linked to a programme for 
effectively imaking: Viteracy univer 
sal in. India,” 3 


disci. 


and ° 


“the great gulf that 


eS 


A. K. Bagchi : 


‘My general assumption has always 
been thatitis not money or fina- 
nee which {s the major constraint 
on research ofany kind. But the. 
availability of dedicated people 
to conduct such research. On ‘the 
other hand, finance is not irrele- 
vant... Whether institutional sup- 
port of the more extensive kind 
if necessary is something that’ I 
cannot really judge right now. Ide- 
ally speaking, certainly, that kind 
of help would be welcome. But 
one has to see that it 1s linked to 
a much wider programme, for 
spreading ‘education among the 
Indian masses... would say that 
the first priority should be given 
to education of ordinary people 
and more funds or organisational 
support ‘for historical. research 
should be organically linked to a 
Rioteee: Gn for isle making 
iteracy universal in. Indla, 


Bipan Chandra: 


I. think that in the creation of 
the Indian Council of Historical 
Research, a very positive step was 
taken in duancing historical rese- 
arch.,.Financial support to histo- 
rical research can come from three 
sources, One is that the very em- 
ployment of a student as\a teacher 
creates possibilities, The second is 
the fellowship programmes, I feel 
that the fellowship. programmes 
in India are not adequate, 


In history, to do a doctorate or 
to produce a work in the post-doc- 
toral sense, would require a minj- 
mum. of five, six, seven years, It 
cannot be done by a young man 
on the basis of family support, 
even if he comes from a middle 
class family...the UGC was in the 
last six or seven years, though 
very gradually, moving in that di- 
rection of giving more and more 
fellowships... But suddenly in the 
last two to three years-since 1975. 
these programmes have — started 
coming to a halt and expansion 
has been stopped. And I think 
that it is very negative. 


Thirdly, not only fellowships but 
a good deal of Historical research 
support is needed to be able to 
finance research at different cen- 
tres of the country. It so happens 
tat the best libraries) the archi- 
val sources and so on, they're 
not available everywhere. They’re 
available only ina handful of 
places, And when even an emp- 
loyed teacher wants to do research, 
he comes across two obstacles, 
One obstacle comes from his 
employers, college and University 
people, many of whom feel research 
is unimportant © to, teaching, and 
consequently people are not able 
to get study leave...and there the 
institution of sabbatical léave, 
whith would not be given as:a mat- 
ter of concession but would be 
taken as a matter of right by tea- 
chers, js, I think, very important. 
And the second obstacle comes 
from the fact that staying in the 
mejor cities ike Delhi, or Madras 
or Calcutta’ is extremely costly. 
So both for travel and for physi- 
cal maintenance, support is 
needed, 


Support {s also needed for xero- 
xing and typing of research mate- 
rials, The immense amount of 
documentation, it cannot be done 
by scholars unless these modern 
facilities are made. available—and 
it. is shocking ‘that these modern 
facilities are not available to rese- 
arch scholars, I think one other 
he le is completely lacking... 
books, journals now are very costly 
in India as well as abroad. Com- 
pared ‘with, scholars in any other 
part of the world, Indian teachers 
and. researah ‘scholars cannot 
afford to buy books and journals, 
And’ some programme of financial 
support for them to be able to buy 
booxs and journals $3 very neces. 
sary, 


Irfan Habib: 


Well, mainly historical research 
{1s financed in the universities by 
the University Grants Commission 
and similar bodies in the States. 
Then there is the Indian Council 
of Historical Research, and for ar- 
chaeology, the Archaeological Sur- 
vey of India. I do not think that 
any serious person can demand 
that the Government of India, or 
the State -Governments, should 
spend more money. on_ history 
hecause actually, as far-as I can 
see, the main point is not in inc. 
reasing expenditure—of course, 
moderate increases are desirable— 
but of better utilisation of the 
actual set-ups. 


1 think that’ there should: be a: 
freater check onthe amount ac- 
tually allotted to the: universities, 
particulany such universities as 
receive very generous. grants—a 
check not to control the kind of 
research that is being done, but a 
check to ensure that the amount 
is properly spent and research 
properly conducted... 


{ 


Apart from this, thenp is the 
other point that such grants as 
are made available should be chay- 
nelied into branches or into kinds 
of research that are likely to yleld 

reater returns. Or...I should like 
o start giving examples, both. of 
the kind of expenditure which I 
consider wasteful and the kind of 
use that could be puton resources 
If you look at the doctoral degrees 
that have been granted by U.P. 
universities recently, they repeat 
the same subjects on which 
degrees have been given before 
1947, The only difference Is that 


the theses are now written 
in Hindi and are usually 
of a lower standard and 


use only secondary works, This is 
particularly true of medieval In 
dian history, but. also 0 
the modern period. -Sometimes 
you can. read a whole doctoral 
thesis with not a single new fact 
adduced by the researcher, I do 
Hot see What‘ is the use of spend- 
ing & whole research scholarship 
on a person,..ve have been unfair 
to. him, because he would have 
spent the same atnount of. effort 
for ‘something which would have 
yielded better results for history 
and also for his own good, $0 
there {s a massive amount of dup- 
lication, which is effort wasted. 


Therefore, as ve’ suggested. 
the granbgeiie authorities should 
make a check on‘ the kinds of 
subjects which are given for the- 
ges, and they should also 
some means of surveying that the. 
ses which have been. presented... 
not’ In order to conduct a cam- 
paign against those who have al 
ready passed out or those who 
have. submitted their theses, but 
in order to ensure that at least in 
future, research is properly. con: 
ducted and. themes and subjects 
are properly fixed) I think things 
like local history, exploration of 
local records, | collections of pri 
vate papers, surveys of local struc- 
tures, collections of traditions — 
these are sich (mportant branches 
where even local colleges and smal, 
ler universities can, play a part 
and obtain results which would 
be beneficial to historical: research 
as a whole, 


K. K. Pillai: 


For research, apart from. these 


salaries which are -pald by. the 
universities (and all that), re- 
search students. must be given 


have - 


help — stipends, or whatever 
name you use, But it is no use 
giving it at. an early stage. For 
mature students who deserve 
them, mature teachers preferably 
.well‘meant UGC support is not 
properly used... 


Romila 'Thapar: | 


I would say that the biggest 
drawback In relation to any kind 
of historical research in India is 
the great gulf that separates re- 
cent research from what Is 
taught as standard historical in- 
formation and knowledge at unl- 
versities, In schools, of course 
{t’s appalling and this was. one of 
the reasons why some of us decti- 
ded to write  text-books—hecause 
we thought this would be one 
way of bridging the gulf, But 
even at ‘the uNiversity level, it ds 
really almost appalling. There is a 
lack of ayailabllity, in the sense 
that the most recent “research 
doesn’t reach down even ‘to ‘col- 
lege teachers—in many cases not 
even to research students, 


Research which is published in 


books: and journals, this is not 
available in Hbrarles, . That © is 
one problem, It seems to me 
sthat every time the | University 
Grants Commission - wishes to 


make a cut inthe budget, it’s the 
library that suffers. And this ts 
really, in some As he cutting one’s 
nose, because obviously a univer. 
sity should function on a library. 


The other problem, also in this 
connection, Is that much of the 
research js still being done jn 
English, because we all know that 


if we want to reach an. all-Indla 
audience, we have to. write in 
English—leave alone an “outside 


audience.,.But the problem there: 
ig that with the unlversity media 
in Many cases ape ry the regio- 
nal- languages, there js less and 
less accessibility to research in 
English. Consequently, the transla- 
tion of recent research, from Eng- 
lish into the: regional languages, 
jis something which, it seems to 
me, deserves priority, 


And here we-have this yery sad 
experience with the Indian .Coun- 
cil of, Historical Research, which 
is the major funding organisation 
of historical research ‘jn Indla... 
Some us who were then mem- 
bers offthe Council set up a. pro: 
gramme of translation of research, 
An fact, books published in the 
last twenty to thirty years which 
we thought were important, A 
large number of titles were selec: 
ted. And this translation scheme 
was one of the schemes which 
were very heavily attacked, again, 
by the previous’ Government, who 
would have preferred to translate 
books which are now considered 
totully out of date, but had a par- 
ticular ideology. 


Secondly, there is a desperate 
need for decent library facllitles, 
Most university libraries are very 
poorly equipped. And there is 


really no. policy; no: rational po- 
cy, for the development of li- 
braries, You would have in the 
same city three libraries 
buying the same books, 
also subseribing to the 
same journala Whereas .one 


could, in fact—i? there was a con- 
sciousness of developing the> lib- 
tary as a tool, as part of the 
eguipment of research—the imme- 
diate thing to do would be to say 
that there would be specialised 
libraries, or that there would be 
an effective system by which qup- 
lication wouldn’t take place.,.. 


Another feature that I-think is 
Important is that there's a’. tre- 
mendous lack of specialisation’ in 
the departments of history,. Every 
ek echo (aay of history in every 
university is.trying to reproduce 
what its neighbour ts doing, And 
obviously a . time comes ‘when 
every departmeny can’t do. every- 
thing, because the scope of — his- 
tory has widened so considerably. 
I ‘think it would be necessary, 
therefore, for university  depart- 
ments \to ¢onsider what their 
access is to research yesources 
and try and limit their research 
activities fo that kind of re 
source, so that/ people who wish 
to. work in particular periods, in 
particular areas and so on, at a. 
very sophisticated research level, 
would have to go to special de- 
partments. 


Q: Aligarh © Muslim University 
* does this to some extent.., 


Aligarh does it 
extent, In fact, 


fo some 
in some of 


the advanced centres — what 
they now cal! centres of excel: 
lenee —- the purpose was to do 


this kind of thing. But I think it 
should’ be done even at the level 
of the ordinary history depart- 
ment,...+ 


X, Potential Value of 
a Scientifically 
Developed History 


Venkatesh Athreya: 


18. Should historical research 
get priority in academis, or scien- 
tifle, work ‘relevant to develop- 
ment needs? What are the kinds 
of contributions that a developed 
history could make to the life of 
our people? 


Range of Responses 


« There is general «apreement 
among our historians that the 
scientific study of hiswury can 


make w teal contrinution to India’s 
development, with K. K. Pillai no. 


ting ther “properly directed his-. 


tory i¢ meant to understand the 
present itself cortectly,..and only 
by undevatonding the present we 
can shape the future’, and Bipan 
Chandra seeing history, even more 
then the other sncial actencer,, na 
capable of playing & very tmypor-. 
font’ role tn chunging socvety. 
Nrfan ‘Habib makes the point thet 
a developed acientific  hiatory 
could, ty combating communuliam 
and wte divisive effects, help the 
formation of a modern snciety tn 
India, while Romila Thapar argues 
that. the scientific study of earliur 
periods could remove !'a lot o7 tie 
aridity, v, the non-creativeness of 
davelopmant programmes,” A. JK. 
Bageht und Irfan Habib, commen- 
ting directly on the second part 
of the question, make a strong 
lea for a history that covers the 
fies of the people as a whole 
so. that, in the — latter's words, 
“people feel that what their chil- 
dren ure. raading is real history 
and not the history of some stran. 
gers whose ves .and whose reigns 
are simply like fiction,’ 


A. K. Bagchi : 


A developed and scientific his: 
tory could make -the people much 
more aware of their own heritage, 
could take away some of the feel- 
ing of belng naturally subordinate 
that the ruling classes ete try 
to inculcate among the ordinary 
people....,.1 have myself found that 
J cannot do any work on contem- 
porary problems without ' basing 
myself on history, My inquiry into 
private investment in India arose 


out of my thesis on planning pro-: 


PGP MENTO pe 


blems In India during the First 
and Second Five-Year Plans, 
found that many of the roots of 
the problem went before the In- 
dependence period and yet I would 
not get answers to the simplest 
uestion-that I was asking from 
the existing textbooks on econo- 
mic history, That's why.I had to 
write that book, On the other side, 
I think my interest in history 
eould not be sustained if I also 
dij not house in my mind contem- 
porary problems......... 


Bipan Chandra: 

1 think history as a. discipline 
has two features, one in common 
with othér social s¢lences and one 
different, The first gives it. the 
same importance as the other so- 
cial sciences, that it is the logical 
instrument for the control of so- 
clety, of the maintenance of exist, 
ing social hegemonies, ideological 
hegemonies, But unlike other s0- 
cla) selences, It can also’ play a 
very important :role in the change 
of society.,,...At its best, history 
allows us to understand why 
Change occurs, how: change . oc> 
curs, ’ and why some changes 
occur and others do not, 


.Now, only those who are interest-’ 


ed‘in changing soclety. can. utilise 
history—apart from an ideologi- 
cal instrument like communalism 
or like spreading chauvinism. na- 
tionalism, regionalism...,.. 


1 think, history as. a. soctal 
sclence discipline) will: come. into 


-itsown only in the hands of those 


who want to ‘understand social 
change and who want to change 
society, I think it is not accident. 
al that both in the pre-1947 period 
and in the post-1947 period, the 
feuding historians were those who 
were involved in the process of 
social change, whether it was that 
of the’ antl-colontalist strugele or 
whether it Js, after’ 1947, in’ the 
change for building a better s0- 
CLELY hess 


Irfan Habib: 

Partly the task of the histortan 
as I see it, is to make the history 
of the people.as a whole, and this 
question came up on the issue. of 
textbooks, even in. the. History 
Congress—what. kind of people, 
what kind of history should be 
written, And one very senior his: 
torfan at the Bhubaneswar. session 
of the Indlan History Congress 
said that one of the textbooks 
brought in uncultured people and 
ran down the governiments......this 
js the point at’ issue, whether the 


‘ordinary people, the peasants and 


the workers, have a role in Indian 
history, and what king of role, and 
whether pride in our country’a 
past means that we should forget 
their distressed conditions. their 
distressing conditions in the past, 
rnd the different crises througn 
which the peopla passed. So this 
is one way. in which’ historians can 
help in making people feel that 
what’ their children are reading is 
real history. and not the history of 
some strangers ‘whose lives and 
beg reigns aro simply like fic 
Honisvcs 


The’ other point, which {s ¢n 
old. one but needs repetition, fa 
that the’ old kind, of history—the 
kind of pr*judiced history which 
was in  yogue in India both from 
the side of Hindu communalists 
and Muslim communalsts—resulta 
in dividing the .’ people...... here, 
‘Whether you believe in what you 
misht call a parliamentary system 
with free enterprise, or whether 
you ‘belleve in socialism—you 
should both be anxious that this 
kind of division should stop if In« 


diu is to become a modern coun. 


try, And so, there, selentific his: 
tory,, without intending it, would 
still) ‘be helpful to: the formation 
of a. modern society in’ India, 


K. 'K, Pillai: 

History is needed for the proper 
understanding of other social stu: 
dies like literature, art, , architecs 
ture, religion and so on,’ Properly 
directed, history is) meant to un: 
derstand the present itself cor: 
rectly, And only ‘by understand. 
ing the present properly, we can 
shape our future... 


Romila Thapar 


I wouldn’t like to argue for a 
reater share of the cake, but 1 
hink that the relevance of history 
needs to be stressed much more 
than is being done at the moment. 
Wo still suffer from the fact that 
history is regarded as a soft-option, 
where all you need to do is to 
memorise some dates and some in: 
formation that goes with the dat. 
@8,../.....0 think there has to be a 
realisation that histo meéans 
something other than this and its 
importance (in terms of what I 


was saying earlier about the kind | 


of perspective that the histonfan 
has) is different from the other 
social’ selances—that needs to be 
stzéssed much more, 


In terms of development, I think 


historical research does play a 


role—and I'm not talking at the 
jevel of the crude political myth: 
naking, but ve ete at the 
level of understanding the past. 
One of the interesting things. that 
has happened on a global scale {s 
that the emphasis on social and 
economic. history is partly the re- 
sult of theoretical formulations 
from the nineteenth century. on: 
wards about the nature of society. 
But the much more direct ompha: 
sis on this. is really in part the 
tesult of what happened after the 
Second World War, when there 
was this great concern with econo: 
mic development....and in this cony 
text, the historical role of earlier 
societies, In a. wider framework 
then just thelr own concerns, be: 
comes very ba pagel og The under- 
standing of this role is yery tm: 
portant, 


Maybe, I could illustrate this 
by giving you one example, which 
{s quite striking, That is that ‘or 
for a long time, on the question 
of the iy of the economy In a 
society, Jt was argued that one of 
the major obstructions to econo: 
mic change in India was religion, 
The central argument of Max We. 
ber—which argument was taken 
up bya number of social sclentists 
in the early .twentleth century— 
was reproduced in a popular form 
by a number of commentators on 
India right through the decades 
which was vtecently given (lf } 
may be forgiven the expression) 
or economic gloss by Gunnar Myr: 
dal in his “Asian Drama,’ 


If we now discover, when. we 
start looking at the whole ques: 
tion of the rofe of religion in. so- 
ciety and economic change in the 
past, that feligion in fact played 
a very {mportant role in further: 
ing. particular economic forms; 
that very often it was precisely 
economic change that Ted to the 
emergence. of religious sects, or 
that religious sects themselves 
were tled into and very much in: 
tegrated in particular forms of 
economic change, the point that 
needs to be stressed $s that this 
not just a theoretical exercise. It’s 
not just that some of us wish «to 
prove Max Weber wrong, but 
rather that there Is a relevance to 
understanding this kind of pro: 
plem in terms of the present-day 
problems of development, Maybe 
f one understocd these, problems 
better, then a- lot of ‘the aridity 
and a lot of tha non-croativeness, 
the barrenness 
programme could. perhaps 
changed or. modified... 


of - development 
be 








